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INTRODUCTION 


“—— TE \_ 


I find it hard to believe that it’s been ‘only’ ten years 
since I wrote “Zip Zip, Mastering Your Nugget Detector”. 
In some ways it seems just a couple of years ago and in 
other ways it seems a different lifetime ago. 


A lot has happened in the years since then, particularly 
with detector technology. The machines available today far 
surpass the machines available in the early 1990s. 


However, one thing hasn’t changed - the need for good 
solid information about how to hunt for gold nuggets with a 
metal detector. The machines have changed, but the basics 
of hunting with one remain the same. Coil control, target 





recovery, mental attitude, and the myriad other details 
involved haven’t changed significantly. 


Those who own the original two volumes, “Zip Zip, 
Mastering Your Nugget Detector” and “Zip Zip, the 
Advanced Course” will find that this current volume is little 
more than a compilation of the original two. Ihave updated 
some information to be current where applicable, but 
essentially this volume is the original two books combined. 


As such, some of the machine-specific information is 
necessarily dated, but since many of those early machines 
are still in use, that information isn’t totally obsolete. Also, 
I have added some information about a few of the newer 
machines and their use. The main thrust of the information 
contained herein, how to hunt with a nugget detector, is as 
relevant today as a decade ago. The basics will not change 
until the machines morph into something unrecognizable by 
today’s standards. 


I’ve made a lot of friends through classes, gold shows, 
and my books. To all of you, a special ‘Hello’ and thank 
you. Most of you left much more than you took during our 
encounters, and J truly appreciate the time we spent together. 
It is my hope that each of you finds something useful in my 
writings. “Zip Zip” in all it’s incarnations, has always been 
writter with one purpose in mind - to help you, my friends 
and readers, recover more gold with your nugget detectors. 


Larry Sallee 
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CHAPTER 1 
Nugget Hunting in General 
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Who Can Be a Nugget Hunter? 


I suspect that a lot of people think that it takes a special or 
gifted person to find gold with a metal detector. I certainly used 
to. These days, I know better. Now while I have to admit that ’ve 
met a couple of folks who seemed to have a sixth sense as far as 
knowing where to hunt, there isn’t anything related to prospecting 
with a metal detector that can’t be learned by someone with the 
desire to do so. 


About the only thing that comes to mind that might give one 
person an advantage over another is an extra helping of patience. 
It will not only help while you are in the learning curve, but also 
while you are actually out hunting. Hunting slowly and patiently 
and thoroughly covering the ground are the trademarks of most 
successful nugget hunters. 


Chapter 1 


There are, of course, exceptions to everything. One fellow I 
know hunts 90 mph and does exceptionally well, but he is one of 
those folks with that sixth sense I mentioned. For most of us, the 
slower pace will almost always be more productive. 


“But Larry, I don’t have that kind of patience.” This must be 
the battle cry of the neophyte. However, you might just be 
surprised. Folks who didn’t think they had a bit of patience will 
carefully swing their detector for hours and hours and wonder 
where the time went. The anticipation of finding a piece of that 
magic yellow metal works wonders. In this hobby, cultivate 
patience and you will reap success. 


Lused to think that good hearing was a prerequisite to being a 
successful nugget hunter. It certainly can’t hurt, but I learned that 
it isn’t an absolute requirement either. 


One student of mine was an elderly gentleman with hearing 
aids in both ears. You had to speak up when you talked to him and 
he would still have trouble hearing half of what you said. After a 
couple of days of instruction, he headed out on his own for most 
of a week, returning with almost an ounce of nuggets. 


That time, I was the one who learned the lesson. It must be 
added that he was already an experienced gold prospector before 
we met. He just hadn’t found anything with his detector. 


Anyway, I suspect that unless you are totally deaf, you can turn 
up the volume and threshold enough to detect nuggets. The secret 
is to make sure that the threshold is properly adjusted for the 
person using the detector. On the other hand, with the meters on 
some of the better coin machines, it might even be possible for a 
totally deaf person to find some of the larger nuggets in an area. 


Nugget Hunting in General 
Hobby vs Living 


It seems like more and more people have been asking me about 
the possibilities of making a living with their metal detectors. This 
can be a difficult question for me to answer because I have been 
on both sides of the fence, so to speak. I’ve done it as a hobby and 
[ve earned my main livelihood with my detector. One thing that’s 
guaranteed is that trying to make a living in the goldfields is not 
for everyone. When I did it, I was single with no expenses or 
overhead. If there was gas in the truck and food on the table, I was 
a happy camper. 


For those who enjoy the free life-style, living in and on the 
gold fields can be an almost religious experience. I thoroughly 
enjoyed the time I spent making a living that way, but you definitely 
need a few things in your favor. You need some aptitude when it 
comes to finding nuggets and nugget patches. It really helps if 
you don’t have to worry about meeting any expenses. Maybe most 
important, you need to know where there are some areas with 
enough gold to support you. 


The best advice for most people is to keep nugget hunting as a 
hobby. Take the time to get a feel for this wonderful sport. Enjoy 
the time you spend in gold country without the pressure of ‘having 
to make it’. If you are one of the select few who become really 
good and enjoys the free life-style, you won’t need me to tell you 
if you should try it. You will know. 

a 


f 
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CHAPTER 2 
Selecting a Detector 


——_  \_ 


Selecting a Detector 


Since gold is a conductive metal, any metal detector ever 
made, if it worked at all, will detect a nugget if that nugget is big 
enough and/or shallow enough. Unfortunately, nuggets of that 
caliber are a rare enough occurrence that most of us would give 
up hunting out of pure boredom if we had to wait for them. 
Most modern coin detectors fare a little better and will probably 
find most coin sized or larger nuggets as long as those nuggets 
are shallow enough and there is little or no mineralization. 


However, with the popularity of nugget hunting these days, 
most of the better known patches are getting hit pretty hard. The 
nuggets that are left tend to be either small, deep, or surrounded 
by some of the worst mineralization in the area. For this type of 
hunting, and to give yourself an advantage anywhere you hunt, 
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you should choose one of the modern detectors made especially 
for the task of finding gold nuggets in mineralized soil. 


You can browse through any of the treasure magazines and 
find ads for detectors made specifically for nugget hunting. As 
you might have guessed, in the ten years since this book was 
first written there have been tremendous advances in metal 
detector technology. 


When I first wrote this book, I advised against buying a 
combination machine. No one had come up with a decent 
machine that didn't give up a lot of performance on both ends in 
order to fit in the middle. There are now several combination 
machines that are decent, and White's has just come out with a 
very good combination machine that is equally at home in the 
goldfields or in the city park. 


Likewise, I advised against the tracking machines, since none 
of them knew how to track properly and left a lot of gold behind. 
I am proud to say that I was personally involved in the 
development of White's GMT, a tracking Goldmaster. This 
machine knows how to hunt properly and can actually do things 
that you can't do with a manual machine. In addition, it also has 
a manual mode for those ‘special circumstances'. White's also 
has a prototype in the works of another tracking machine that 
takes a little different tack on how to track. 


Minelab of Australia has come out with a series of pulse 
induction machines that penetrate very deep and totally ignore 
most mineralization. They do have some drawbacks like being 
very expensive and heavy. They also have some other 'bugs' that 
I will talk about in a later chapter. However, most of the time 
they work very well. 


Selecting a Detector 


Since I know people are going to ask, I’II tell you that when 
I head to the field, there is a White's Goldmaster in my truck. I 
believe it is as good a machine as you can buy, and yet it is not 
the most expensive. A very refreshing change of pace. But you 
should also know that a lot of nuggets have been found with 
other machines, most notably the Fisher Gold Bugs and the 
Minelabs. 


I strongly urge you to try to obtain a real nugget hunting 
machine if you want to try your hand at this hobby. Although 
there have been nuggets found with coin machines, many times 
more have been found with detectors made especially for the 
task. The coin machines just don’t handle the mineralization, 
nor do they have the necessary sensitivity for nugget hunting. 
You will probably get discouraged very quickly. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Customizing Your Detector 
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After you have selected a detector to use for nugget hunting, 
you may want to do some customizing in order to get the most 
out of it. This can range from a simple adjustment of the stem 
length to just about anything you can think of in order to get the 
most efficiency out of the machine. Your machine should be set 
up to fit and work best for you. 


Adjusting the Stem Length 


Probably the first step you will take is to adjust the length of 
the stem. If you bought your machine from a dealer, he should 
do this for you before you leave the shop. Even then, after you 
have used the machine for a while, you may need to make a 
minor adjustment as your body and muscles get used to hunting. 
The stems on most detectors adjust in one of two ways. Some 
use both. 
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The first method uses a series of holes along the length of 
the upper pole. The lower pole has one or two spring loaded 
buttons that can be depressed allowing the lower pole to be slid 
in relation to the upper pole. 


The second method is the use of a friction collar on the end 
of the upper pole. The lower pole is positioned and the collar 
tightened down to hold it in place. 


If your machine uses both types, loosen the collar, depress 
the buttons and adjust the length, then re-tighten the collar. 


Whichever method is used, the length should be adjusted so 
that the coil is just off the ground when swung in a comfortable 
manner back and forth about | to 1 1/2 feet in front of your toes. 
Pivot the coil to a position where it is parallel with the ground 
before making the length adjustment. 


On many machines with ‘S’ type poles, the length of the 
upper pole between the grip and the armrest can be adjusted. 
The adjustment can either involve two rods or the armrest can be 
positioned at different places on the upper rod. This should be 
adjusted to what feels most comfortable to you. If your elbow 
actually rests right in the armrest, you will most likely have a 
sore elbow at the end of the day. A position one to two inches in 
front of your elbow is pretty standard. 


The Hip or Chest Mount 


The next step in customizing a nugget machine is the hip or 
chest mount. If you hunt 8+ hours a day, that machine will start 
to get heavy, it doesn’t matter how strong you are or how light 
the machine is. You can also be assured that if you get tired and 
your arms and shoulders ache, you will lose some concentration. 
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Customizing Your Detector 


That in turn will prevent you from hunting your best. If you 
have travelled a long way to an area and have limited time, you 
don’t want to spend half of it resting weary limbs. Time is 
valuable, and if you are like most, you want to take advantage of 
every minute available. The hip or chest mount will alleviate a 
lot of the strain on shoulders and arms and allow you to hunt 
more comfortably and for longer periods. 


Another advantage of the hip or chest mount is that when 
you set the machine down to dig or separate a target, you will 
only be setting the rod and the coil on the ground. The box is 
safely carried on your hip or chest and is thereby kept off the 
ground and out of the dirt. This will help prevent jarring, and 
will greatly postpone the inevitable buildup of dirt inside the 
box. Neither dust nor jarring is good for delicate electronics. 
By the way, the box should be opened once a year and have the 
dust gently blown out, preferrably with one of those little cans 
of compressed air. Your breath will leave condensation behind. 


In both the hip and chest mount, the control box is taken off 
of the pole and either put on your belt or on a harness on your 
chest. I have used both methods and prefer the chest mount. 
I’m pretty thin and the weight of the box on a belt irritates my 
bony hip after a while. The chest mount distributes the weight 
between both shoulders like a pack except that it hangs in the 
front. 


If the box is carried in a case on a chest mount, it will also 
be protected somewhat from the weather. Not that you should 
try to hunt in a downpour, but it will allow you to hunt in a 
drizzle or light sprinkle without undue concern for your machine. 


Some of the gold machines on the market are already set up 
to be used in the hip mount configuration. The box comes off 
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the rod easily and there is a slot for your belt to go through. The 
coil wire is usually long enough that some of it can be unwound 
off the rod to allow the necessary freedom of movement. On 
some machines you will have to purchase either the extension 
wire, belt clip, or both. 


If you end up preferring the hip mount, you can make or 
possibly buy a cloth or nylon case for the box. You can then put 
some sort of loops on the case so that the case itself hooks on 
your belt. That way your box will still be protected from dirt 
and rain like a chest mount. 


One Piece 







SEW/ ¥ 
TOGETHER 


—— FRONT ————— BACK 
Two Piece 








If you want to go to a chest mount, you will have to either 
buy or make the harness and case. There are several variations 
on this theme, from real simple to fairly complicated. Some 
systems leave the box exposed and some enclose it in snug fitting 
case. I use a homemade harness system that includes a case to 
protect the box. Jimmy Sierra offers a very similar outfit. The 
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accompanying illustration will show you a couple of the harnesses 
in use that are fairly easy to make. 


Managing the Coil Wire 


When it comes to winding the coil wire up the rod, most 
folks just run the first loop of the coil wire loosely over the top 
of the stem and secure it so that there is some play. The play is 
necessary in order to be able to paddle the coil itself back and 
forth to adjust to changing ground angles. 


This method is the standard, but has a couple of drawbacks. 
If your detector is really sensitive, any movement of the coil 
wire right next to the coil can produce false signals very similar 
to a small or deep nugget. You also have a nice loop of wire 
right at bush level that will try to snag every branch in the area. 
As you may have guessed, there is another way. 





Routing the 
Coil Wire 
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Run the wire down the rod right to the end at the nylon nut 
and bolt that holds the coil on. Then use a small nylon wire 
routing clip attached to the nut and bolt to hold the wire near the 
coil as it runs from the rod to the attachment point on the coil. 
This leaves nothing to move, full range paddling, and no loops 
to snag. In case this verbal description is hard to follow, | am 
including an illustration of this wiring method. 


Simple Fixes 


Simple fixes for common ailments also fall under the category 
of customization. I'll tell you about one that I see a lot of, but 
almost nobody bothers to try to fix. They just put up with it not 
working properly. Hopefully, this will give you some ideas for 
other projects. 


(Authors note: this information is very dated, and probably not 
very relevant to today's machines, but hopefully, it will still get 
you mind working and show what is possible with a little 
ingenuity.) 


The medium and fine ground balance knobs on the 
Goldmaster II and V/sat are stacked, and fit together very well. 
Too well, in fact. It only takes a small bit of dirt or misalignment 
to get the two knobs to start sticking together. Once that happens, 
you basically lose your fine resolution. Sometimes they catch 
together, and sometimes they don't, and overall it can be a very 
aggravating nuisance, especially in rapidly changing ground. You 
may as well have 4:1 resolution instead of 40:1. That is what 
you get when you just use the medium knob. Fortunately there 
is a simple, permanent fix for the problem. 
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Start by removing the fine GB knob. You will see that it sits 
down in the medium knob just a little ways. It tapers in a straight 
line and has a sharp edge at the bottom. The fix has two parts. 


The first part involves using a fine file to taper the part of 
the fine knob that fits inside the coarse knob. It doesn't take 
much, just remove the little serrations that allow you to grip the 
knob easier. You don't want to leave a big gap that just invites 
dirt. Also, slightly round off the bottom edge. 


The second part of the fix is to cut a small donut from a 
piece of thin 1/16 or 1/8 inch felt. The donut should fit inside 
the medium knob, with the hole in the middle of the donut being 
just large enough to fit over the shaft. 


Now you can replace the fine knob. The trimming you did 
will prevent dirt from causing problems if it gets between the 
sides of the knobs, and the felt will prevent a buildup of gunk 
under the fine knob. I did this to my first Goldmaster over 4 
years ago and it still works like a charm! 


Stacked Goldmaster GB Knobs 


Felt Donut 





Before 
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Remember, you will hunt longer, more efficiently, and with 
more enthusiasm if your machine fits you and your hunting style. 
You will also hunt better if you can concentrate on what is 
happening under your detector loop instead of worrying about 
some of the little problems that are so easily fixed. You can 
change yourself to fit the machine, or you can make the machine 
fit you. The latter is much preferred. You will find more nuggets 
when it’s right. 
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Whatis Tuning? 


You will find just about as many theories on tuning a detector 
as there are detectorists. Unfortunately, this is one area of 
detecting where there are no cut and dried answers. On any 
given patch of ground, there will be several settings that will 
work. But you should also know that on that same patch of 
ground, there is only one best setting. We will start off talking 
about manual ground balance machines, and then spend a little 
time on automatic ground balancing. 


I’m not going to try to tell you that my method of tuning is 
the only way, or even the absolute best way. After all, I am still 
learning too. But, I will tell you that the methods outlined here 
have worked very well for me, and my students have also enjoyed 
a lot of success. 
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My advice to you is to study what you find here and give it 
a try. You will find that, done properly, it works quite well. 
However, you should never quit learning, asking questions, 
experimenting and trying to improve. It’s the only way to stay 
ahead of the game. 


What is Tuning? When most people talk about ‘tuning’, 
they are referring to the ground balance adjustment. As far as 
I’m concerned, tuning involves all of the adjustments that can be 
made to the detector that affect it’s performance. These include 
not only the ground balance but also the gain, threshold, volume, 
and §.A.T. speed. These controls all work together and determine 
how effectively the detector will perform for you over a given 
patch of ground. 


There are an infinite number of ways that these five 
adjustments can be made, but again, I believe that for a given 
patch of ground, there is only one best way. No one can get it 
exactly right all the time, but the closer you get, the better your 
detector will perform and the more nuggets you will find. 


Threshold 


Let’s start with threshold. This one is the easiest because 
there is one specific place that it should be set for each person. 
However, before we get into the actual adjustment, lets make 
sure that we all understand what the threshold is, along with a 
few other details relating to it. 


Quite simply, the threshold is that faint buzzing that you 
should be listening to when your machine is in the all metal 
mode. At least it should be faint. If it is set too high, it will 
mask the sounds from the smaller and deeper nuggets. If it is set 
too low, you won’t hear any buzzing, and again, you will miss 
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the smaller and deeper nuggets. Set it way too low and you will 
have to be standing over a school bus in order to hear the signal. 


The threshold adjustment serves the purpose of setting the 
continuous tone of the machine at the optimum level for your 
individual hearing ability. Changes in that tone are what identify 
targets and mineralization. 


Do not confuse the threshold with the volume control. The 
volume control is used to adjust the overall loudness of the 
machine. This is important in order to keep from hurting your 
ears when going over large and/or shallow targets. We will cover 
the volume control in detail later in this chapter. 


I am including an illustration of the threshold that defies 
verbal description, but should help you to understand why the 
threshold needs to be set properly. 


Most of the better machines on the market are equipped with 
a circuit that is called S.A.T., or Self Adjusting Threshold. You 
start by manually adjusting the intensity of the tone, and then 
the S.A.T. will work to maintain the tone at that level while you 
hunt. 


The threshold tone will be affected by targets and 
mineralization, and this is what allows you to identify a good 
many objects underground. In between targets, the S.A.T. will 
try to keep the tone as smooth and even as possible. This is what 
allows you to hear those tiny changes in the tone that can indicate 
really small or deep targets. After passing over a target or some 
mineralization, the S.A.T. will bring the threshold tone back to 
where you had it set. 
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Machines without S.A.T. usually have a spring loaded reset 
switch or button that you must push when the threshold tone 
starts to drift. You must be constantly aware of the tone and if it 
gets too quiet or too loud, you hold the coil a certain distance 
above the ground, depending on the manufacturers instructions, 
and push the button or switch. This will bring the threshold 
back to the desired level. 


Personally, I much prefer a machine with an S.A.T. circuit. 
The manual type is a nuisance and doesn’t seem to handle the 
mineralization as well. The threshold drifts constantly and that 
is not something you need. You will be kept busy enough with 
ground balance and listening for signals. Most of the newer 
machines are equipped with an S.A.T. circuit. The reason is 
simple, it works. 


In order to set the threshold, turn on your machine and hold 
the coil up in the air and away from anything that could possibly 
give any kind of signal. Next, turn the threshold adjustment 
down until you can no longer hear the tone, and then turn it up 
until you can just barely hear it. It is called threshold because it 
should be set right at the threshold of your hearing. Any louder 
or quieter and you will miss nuggets. Since no two people have 
the same ears, this adjustment will be slightly different for 
everyone, but it should always be set in the same way. 


If you have really good headphones, you may be able to 
hear some of the background hum of your machine. Don’t 
confuse this with the threshold tone. As you slowly turn up the 
threshold knob, you will reach a point where that background 
hum either starts to break up slightly and sizzle, or it just 
intensifies into a real buzz. Either way, that is the real threshold 
tone and that is where you want to set it, right where you can 
just start to hear the tone itself. 
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THRESHOLD 


Your own personal level of hearing- 
You can hear what is above this line, 
which right now i is s nothing. 





Threshold hum with a J 
nugget signal in the middle 


Threshold Set Too Low 





All of this extra noise 
will mask the sound of the nugget 











The nugget comes through loud and clear 
with very little other noise to interfere 


(Threshold Set Just Right) 
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There are a couple of circumstances when you might need 
to change your initial setting of the threshold. The first is when 
you have a lot of wind or other background noise. This may 
require you to turn the threshold up slightly. Another is when 
the daytime temperatures warm the coil and/or machine enough 
to cause the threshold to drift slightly. You need to pay attention 
to the tone and if it should start getting on your nerves, it is 
probably too loud and should be turned down slightly. If you 
can’t hear it most of the time, turn it up a little. 


[have also run into a couple of machines on the market, and 
one in particular (I’m not going to name names.) that tend to 
drift more than others once you set the threshold. This doesn’t 
seem to be temperature related and it happens almost by the 
minute instead of by the hour. All you can do with these is try to 
stay on top of it and re-adjust as needed. 


Although the manufacturers haven’t all gotten together yet 
as far as terminology, most of them call this adjustment knob the 
threshold. If your nugget machine doesn’t have a knob labeled 
threshold, your owners manual should let you know which knob 
controls this critical adjustment. As an example, if you have an 
older White’s, it is called the tuner. 


Gain 

The next adjustment that we will concern ourselves with is 
the gain. Depending on your machine, this may also be called 
sensitivity or power. 

Many nugget hunters, and especially beginners, will turn 


the gain all the way up in the belief that they are going to get 
maximum depth. This kind of thinking can cost you more nuggets 
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than you would ever believe. The more powerful your detector 
is to begin with, the more this will be true. 


All machines are different, but each one will have a maximum 
gain setting for any given patch of ground. Ifthe ground is mild 
or the detector is not very powerful, you may be able to run it 
wide open. If there is much mineralization and your machine 
has some power, there will be a limit. Believe it or not, you will 
actually lose depth if you exceed this. Not only that, but your 
own ability to distinguish targets will diminish as the gain 
approaches this point. 


You can think of the gain as a power control. When you 
turn it up, the machine puts out a stronger signal and, depending 
on the machine, may also boost the incoming signal from the 
ground. “So how can turning it up cost me depth?”. I’m glad 
you asked. 


Iron in the ground is what causes most of our tuning 
problems. This is because metal detectors are very sensitive to 
iron, even when it is spread out in the soil. 


The detector’s signal can be likened to automobile headlights. 
The light from your headlights bouncing off a rabbit (nugget) in 
the road is what enables you to see it. If there is fog, snow, or 
dust in the air (iron), you have a harder time seeing the rabbit. 


Now we all know that if the fog is really bad, the last thing 
you want to do is turn on your brights. That just causes more 
light to be bounced off the fog and into your eyes, effectively 
blinding you and making it nearly impossible to see the rabbit. 


The same thing happens with your machine. If there is a lot 
of iron mineralization in the ground, the last thing you want to 
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do is turn the gain up too high. That just bounces even more 
signal off of the iron and makes it harder for the machine to try 
to identify a target. The machine will also get erratic and hard to 
listen to. 


A target can only reflect so much signal, depending on its 
shape and size. Let us say that you are in a badly mineralized 
area and you start turning up the gain. There will come a point 
where the combined signal from all the iron will smother and/or 
camouflage the signal from the target, essentially masking it out. 


Let’s talk briefly about the term ‘erratic behavior’ or reduced 
stability as it applies to metal detectors. This was a point of 
confusion for me starting out, and I’Il bet I’m not alone. 


When you hear the term erratic behavior applied to a metal 
detector, it doesn’t mean that the machine throws a conniption 
fit or has a spastic attack. What it does mean is that the S.A.T. 
circuit is having a very hard time doing it’s job and you are 
probably listening to a lot of boings, zaps, waahhhhs, and who 
knows what all else. 


If this is the case, you are probably not finding much besides 
large pieces of trash and you really need to consider turning 
down the gain. You will probably be pleasantly surprised with 
the results. All of this is assuming that you have the machine 
correctly ground balanced in the first place. 


You should be aware that most machines on the market have 
a point at which they overload. Overload is a term which means 
that basically the machine quits working until you either turn 
down the gain or move the coil farther away from the mineralized 
ground. It only makes sense that as you approach this overload 
point, the machine will lose efficiency. 
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The better machines will tell you when this overload situation 
occurs. Others will let you hunt merrily along blissfully unaware 
that the machine is temporarily out to lunch. The overload signal 
in the machines that I have dealt with is a high pitched squeal. It 
is impossible to mistake this sound for a target. 


As you turn up the gain and start getting more interference 
from the iron in the ground, your ears will have a harder and 
harder time distinguishing targets from all the other noise being 
caused by the mineralization. The machine will get less stable 
because the S.A.T. will have a harder time maintaining a steady 
tone. Add to this the fact that you are losing depth at the same 
time and you can see that you are getting into a lose lose situation. 


Now I realize that all this makes it sound as though we should 
all run our machines on minimum gain. What is needed is a 
happy medium. You want to run your machine with as much 
gain as the ground will allow. All you need to understand is that 
as you turn up the gain, if there is much mineralization, you will 
reach a point of diminishing returns. 


“OK Larry, so how do I know where to set my gain?” I 
thought you would never ask. It is highly recommended that 
most folks, and especially beginners, stick to the lower gain 
settings until you start getting used to the machine. Your detector 
will be nice and stable and easy to work with. 





Once you have a feel for what stable performance is like 
you will be better able to recognize what is happening when 
your machine gets erratic from too much gain. 








After you have acquired some experience at the lower 
settings, you can try turning up the gain a little at a time in order 
to start taking advantage of the power built into your machine. 
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If you turn the gain up too far, you will recognize the erratic 
behavior for what it is and know to turn the gain back down 
some. When you have reached that level of experience, you will 
be able to step onto any patch of ground and quickly determine 
how much gain you can use. There is no exact formula. We all 
do it with a little trial and error. 


If you try to learn on the higher gain settings, you will 
probably assume that all of those pings, boings, zaps, and 
waahbhs are how the machine is supposed to sound. Guess how 
most nugget detectors wind up in the closet or the want ads? 


To give you an idea of how all of this can work, the gain 
knob on my Goldmaster runs from 1 to 10. In most of the places 
where I hunt, the ground is pretty heavily mineralized, and I 
generally set the gain on about 4 or 5, maybe as high as 7 in 
some of the milder spots. If the ground gets real bad, the gain 
gets turned down, sometimes as far as the minimum. I have only 
found a few places so far where I could run it ‘maxed out’. Enjoy 
those when you find them. They are rare. 


The lower gain settings will give you a much better ‘listen’ 
to what is under the coil. It is easier to get a proper ground 
balance and the machine stays in tune with a lot less maintenance. 


Here is an example of how lower gain settings can help. 
You can go over a patch of fairly bad ground with a setting of 
say 6, and maybe pick up a couple of nuggets. Then, because of 
the erratic and noisy threshold that you experienced, you decide 
to go back over that same piece of ground with a lower setting of 
maybe 4 or so. The threshold will be more stable, the ground 
less noisy, and you may find nuggets the second time around 
that you missed the first time. Maybe four or five of them. I 
know. I did just exactly that. 
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You should set the gain before you set the ground balance. 
On some machines like the Goldmaster IT and V/sat, a change in 
the gain will affect the ground balance adjustment, requiring the 
machine to be re-ground balanced. Speaking of which... 


Ground Balance 


This is the one area of nugget hunting that seems to bother 
the most people. I’m not sure why this is, but it is almost as 
though they think there is something magical involved. Now 
admittedly, the technical concept of what goes on inside the 
machine can be difficult to grasp. We are not even going to get 
into that. However, the mechanics of actually making the 
adjustments are quite easy, especially with a little trick that I 
will teach you. 


When you adjust the ground balance knob on your machine, 
you are trying to eliminate or ‘neutralize’ the interference caused 
by the iron and other mineralization in the soil at the particular 
place where you happen to be swinging your coil. This in turn 
allows the signal from the detector to penetrate the soil and find 
targets for you, rather than picking up the soil as a target. The 
more you are out of ground balance, the less penetration or depth 
you will get. This is more true of a negative balance than a 
positive one. (See next paragraph.) 


If you quickly move your coil up and down from ground 
level to about a foot above the ground, you will notice that the 
threshold will get louder going one direction and quieter the other. 
If it is the same either way, the detector is already balanced for 
that spot or there isn’t enough mineralization to balance to. You 
want to pay attention to what happens to the threshold tone as 
the coil goes down towards the ground. If it gets louder going 
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down, it is balanced positive, or hot. If it gets quieter going 
down, it is balanced negative or cold. 


It is almost never a good idea to hunt with your detector 
balanced negative. | did hear about an area that required a slightly 
negative ground balance, but I haven’t been there yet myself, so 
I can’t say for sure. In my experience, you would usually want 
at least a neutral balance, and depending on the soil and 
mineralization, you could easily wind up a bit on the hot side. 


Now I know that this is one area where I am going to get in 
some trouble and cause some controversy. In fact, since the 
original printing, I already have. This is because just about 
everyone has their own ideas on dealing with mineralization. 
To some degree, the areas being hunted have a lot to do with 
this. 


Some of the current authorities will tell you to never hunt 
with a neutral ground balance. Others will tell you to never tune 
to the coldstones. (We will discuss coldstones in detail in the 
next chapter.) What I will tell you is that you should never say 
never. There is no one way that works best on all types of ground. 
You need to be flexible and let the ground tell you how to tune 
your detector. All you have to do is learn how to listen to the 
ground through your machine and follow a few simple guidelines. 


I will tell you that a neutral ground balance will give you the 
absolute most depth that you can get on any given patch of ground. 
However, because of coldstones (and just cold patches of dirt) 
and their influence, you may have to make a choice as far as 
which part of the ground you are going to use for your neutral 
balance. You have to look at your evils and pick the lesser. For 
right now, let’s go over the mechanics of setting your machine to 
a neutral ground balance on a typical patch of dirt. That is almost 
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always your best starting point. In the next chapter, we will talk 
about mineralization and how to deal with it. 


In order to adjust your detector for a neutral ground balance, 
begin pumping the coil up and down continuously from ground 
level to about 12 inches above the ground. Do this quickly enough 
that you are outrunning the SAT. If you move too slowly, the 
SAT will adjust the threshold as you pump and you will think 
that you are balanced when in fact you aren’t. Now as you are 
pumping the coil, pay attention to what the threshold tone does 
on the down stroke, going towards the ground. You may find 
that it will help to turn your threshold up a little higher than 
normal while you ground balance. 


Now, here is where I believe most people get confused about 
ground balancing. With all of the different descriptions running 
around out there about how to adjust the ground balance, trying 
to remember what to do if the threshold does one thing on the up 
stroke or another on the down stroke and right and left and 
clockwise and counterclockwise and-- well, you get the idea. 
The whole thing turns into a real confusing mess. The following 
is the easiest method that I have found for my students to 
remember. It is fairly simple and will hopefully eliminate most 
of the confusion. 


As you are pumping the coil up and down, concern yourself 
strictly with what happens to the threshold tone as the coil goes 
towards the ground. Try to ignore all the other noises and just 
listen to the down stroke. 


Now comes the little trick that I told you about. Think of 
your ground balance (GB) knob as a simple volume control, like 
onaradio. Ifthe threshold gets quieter on the down stroke, turn 
the GB up (clockwise) a little bit at a time until the sound is the 
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same both ways. On the other hand, if the threshold tone gets 
louder as the coil goes towards the ground, turn the GB down 
(counterclockwise) a little bit at a time until you get no change 
either way. 





Just remember, listen only to the down stroke, and if it gets 
quieter, turn it up; if it gets louder, turn it down, just like a 
radio. You have a neutral ground balance when you can pump 
the coil up and down and not tell any difference in the threshold 
buzz. 












= Louder = 


qi“, 


Setting the Ground Balance 


For those of you using the newer Goldmasters with the push 
button ground balance, it's even easier. The same basic technique 
applies. Pay attention to the downstroke. If the threshold gets 
louder, use the "-" (minus) button to 'turn it down’. Ifthe threshold 
gets softer or disappears, use the "+" (plus) button to 'turn it up. 
Again, keep playing this game until there is no change in the 
threshold as you pump the coil. 
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Just a little added note for those using the newer push button 
models, the buttons have a 'speed' function built in to them. What 
this does is move the ground balance faster and faster the longer 
you hold down the button. This makes it possible to go from 
one end of the spectrum to the other in just a couple of seconds. 
If you just tap the button, it will move the tiniest increment. 
Push it down and hold it and you can watch the GB numbers on 
the display move faster and faster. It really helps when you are 
wandering around the ground balance neighborhood. 


Getting back to actual ground balancing, when I talk about 
the threshold getting quieter, it will actually fade out altogether 
in most cases. It just goes silent as the coil approaches the ground. 
This is one of the reasons it may help you to have the threshold 
set a little louder than you normally would when you are adjusting 
the ground balance. 


If you are having trouble telling louder from softer on the 
down stroke, try pumping with the coarse ground balance turned 
most of the way up, then most of the way down. The difference 
should be very obvious. Remember, you are trying to find the 
point where there is no change. 


If your detector has stacked or separate ground balance 
knobs, like the Goldmaster I] and V/sat, start with the coarse 
knob. When you are fairly close to a neutral balance, then go to 
the fine knob and continue adjusting in the same manner. The 
knobs all work the same way, but the fine knob gives you more 
precise control. 


Just a word of explanation for you owners of vintage 
Goldmasters. The Goldmaster II and V/sat actually have three 
knobs. The coarse knob is separate, and the medium and fine 
are stacked. Before you start, put the medium knob (The large 
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knob on the bottom.) in the straight up position. That will give 
you the most adjustment range with the medium and fine knobs 
after you get close with the coarse knob. In most ground, once 
you are close with the coarse knob, you probably won’t touch 
the medium knob. Just go straight to the fine knob for precision 
adjustments. 


The fine knob is nothing more than a friction gear drive for 
the medium knob. Every 1/4 turn of the coarse knob is also 
equivalent to a full stop to stop turn of the medium knob, and 
every full turn of the medium knob is accomplished with 10 
turns of the fine knob, giving you your 40-1 resolution ground 
balance. 


If you have the Goldmaster 3, the stacked knobs were 
replaced with a single 10 turn knob. Before you start, take a 
couple of seconds to spin it either way until it stops, then turn it 
5 full turns the other way. That will center it. Then after you get 
close with the coarse knob, you will have 5 full turns either way 
to play with the fine knob. 


A word of caution is in order here. I have met people who 
were having trouble with ground balancing, and after a little 
observation, the problem was quite clear. They were spinning 
the ground balance knobs all over the place. When you first 
start turning the coarse knob, do so about an eighth of a turn at a 
time, which is maybe one or two hash marks. You will need to 
turn it much less when you get close to being ground balanced. 
When you first go to the fine knob, start with maybe 1/2 to one 
turn until you see how close you are. Once you get really close, 
if the ground has much mineralization, it only takes very small 
adjustments to make a difference, sometimes only a tiny fraction 
of an inch. 
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You should also be aware that in severely mineralized soil, 
you may not be able to achieve a perfectly neutral ground balance. 
There may always be some sort of noise change when the coil is 
near the ground, but you should be able to get close. If you 
can’t, you may need to turn your gain down. If that doesn’t do 
the trick, stopping the down stroke of the coil a couple of inches 
off the ground may help. If the ground is that bad, you will 
probably end up hunting with the coil that far off the ground to 
keep the machine from overloading. 


One other point to bring up is what to expect in areas with 
very little mineralization. In these areas, you won’t be able to 
ground balance in the normal way. The machine sounds almost 
the same no matter what you do. It is like trying to ground 
balance in the air. In this case, just centering the knobs, or putting 
the coarse knob where you typically have it and ignoring the 
fine knob, will probably give as good a performance as any. 


There may still be a couple of machines out there that are 
set up ‘backwards’. In other words, the knob rotates the opposite 
of what you just read in order to achieve the desired results. If 
you follow these instructions and things get worse, try turning 
the knob the other way. 


When you are ground balancing your machine, don’t pump 
the coil over just one spot. Instead, move it around in a little half 
circle in front of you. You will have a better chance of balancing 
to the average soil in the area that way. More than one person 
has had all kinds of trouble with their machine until they realized 
that they were trying to ground balance over a target. 


Some of you may still be having trouble with one aspect of 
ground balancing. I have found that quite a few students have a 


difficult time figuring out what is happening with the threshold 
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tone as they pump the coil up and down. If you think that might 
be a problem for you, try this. 


Instead of pumping the coil up and down continuously, just 
pump one time from about a foot high down to the surface of the 
ground. Do it fairly quickly so that you outrun the SAT, but you 
don’t need to slam the coil into the ground. It should take you 
perhaps 1/2 second or less to pump the coil toward the ground. 
As the coil approaches the ground, listen carefully to the threshold 
and try to tell if it gets louder or quieter (goes away) or stays the 
same. It is quite a bit easier this way than with the coil in constant 
motion. If you couldn’t quite tell the first time, try again. Raise 
the coil to about a foot, ignoring any noises, and wait until the 
threshold stabilizes. Then pump one time all the way to the 
ground. You should find it easier to tell what is happening with 
this method. 


Finally, for those of you with a GMT or other automatic 
machine who are using the automatic ground balancing, most of 
this is a moot point. Although the GMT offers both automatic 
and manual, I suspect that the majority of users will spend most 
of their time in the automatic mode. Many of the automatic 
machines on the market don't offer a manual mode. 


Now even though the GMT will do all the ground balancing 
for you, there are still a few things to bear in mind. One of the 
most important things, and this is very important, is that the 
machine needs to be able to see plenty of ground in order to 
work as designed. This means that you will want to avoid a 
technique that, unfortunately, is fairly common, especially among 
beginners. Try to avoid hovering over a target. Many detectorists 
tend to do this, but it's not a good idea with an automatic machine, 
especially one that tracks as fast as the GMT. Try to swing well 
to the sides of the target (or suspected target) in order to give the 
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machine plenty of ground to work with. If all it sees is the little 
piece of ground containing the target, it's going to try to balance 
to the "average" of what it can see. This could result in losing 
the target signal. The end result would be - You thought you 
heard a signal, stopped to check it, it went away, so it had to be 
mineralized ground and you went on your way - leaving a nugget 
behind. Try to swing well to the sides and let the machine see 
plenty of ground so that the target continues to be an anomaly, 
something different in the ground that won't get tuned out. This 
can only be accomplished when the target doesn't stay under the 
coil. 


Also remember the 'Grab' button on the GMT. It is a really 
fast shortcut to get the machine close to a proper ground balance. 
I find it especially useful when the ground balance gets pulled 
way off by a large iron target. Just touch the grab button while 
the coil is away from the target and you are back in business. 


S.A.T. 


You may not have thought about it, but the SAT circuit in 
your machine has a speed. (This is assuming that your machine 
has an SAT circuit.) If you recall, it is the SAT’s job to return the 
threshold tone to the level at which you have it set. This doesn’t 
happen instantly. (if it did, the threshold would never get to 
react to anything and we would never hear targets, the ground, 
or anything else except for a perfect threshold.) Returning the 
SAT at different speeds will affect the machine’s performance in 
different ways. The manufacturer will typically choose a speed 
that gives a good compromise between depth and stable operation. 


Until fairly recently, the most you could do about your SAT 
was to thank the manufacturer for providing it, and go about 
your hunting. Then the manufacturers started giving us a way to 
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control the SAT speed, if only in a limited way. This was in the 
form of a toggle switch. If the ground got really bad, you could 
throw the switch, speeding up the SAT, and continue to hunt. 


The effect of speeding up the SAT is to smooth out the effects 
of salt and mineralization. This works because when the SAT is 
speeded up, it recovers more quickly from various ground noise 
as you hunt along. If it is speeded up a lot, it will actually recover 
from things almost as quickly as you are going over them. This 
is great for smoothing out mineralization. Unfortunately, this 
applies to targets as well. When you speed up the SAT, you give 
up some depth because the machine is also recovering from targets 
faster. 


If you speed up the SAT 50 times, which is standard on the 
Goldmaster in the X-ground/salt position (or reset, depending 
on model), you will give up approximately 40% of your depth. 
An unhappy situation, but better than not being able to hunt an 
area at all. If you have tried everything else and you are still 
having trouble with a location, try speeding up the SAT. 


The good news is that now we are being given even more 
control over our machines. White’s has installed a variable SAT 
control on all Goldmasters starting with the Goldmaster V/sat. 
(V/sat stands for ‘Variable SAT’.) As of this writing, the 
Goldmasters are the only machines on the market with this 
feature. 


This knob has the effect of adjusting the SAT from the 
standard speed up to the 50 times faster X-ground/salt position 
by means ofa one turn knob. The result is that you don’t have to 
give up any more depth than necessary to hunt a particular patch 
of ground. This is a very handy control to have. I have hunted 
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several areas where this ability made the difference between 
finding gold and just getting discouraged. 


So here we are, in a patch of dirt that is meaner than the 
proverbial junkyard dog, and wondering whether or not to use 
the variable SAT. If we should decide to use it, how should it be 
adjusted? 


One at a time. First of all, how do you know when to use it? 
My rule of thumb is, if I have to turn the gain down below about 
2 or 3, it’s time to crank in some SAT. (By the way, this doesn't 
apply to the GMT. There is some special information about the 
GMT a little later in this section.) 


How much? This requires a little trial and error. I will 
describe to you how I go about it, and you can take it from there. 


Start by placing a small test nugget under a little dirt in the 
area where you are having trouble. The size of the nugget can 
vary from .5 grain up to 3 or 4 grains or more depending on how 
bad the ground is. 


Next, speed the SAT up all the way and start sweeping the 
coil over the nugget. (On the Goldmaster V/sat, the switch has 
to be in the SAT position for the SAT knob to work.) You want 
to keep your sweep speed and height as smooth and consistent 
as possible. At this point, it is possible that you won’t even be 
able to hear the nugget. Now, as you continue to sweep over the 
nugget, slowly turn down the SAT speed. You will notice the 
nugget get louder as you do this. 


Here is the catch. The nugget will be the loudest with the 


SAT at it’s slowest. But, the ground will also be at it’s loudest. 
You already knew that or you wouldn’t be playing with the SAT 
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in the first place. What you want to find is the SAT speed at 
which the nugget is as distinct from the ground as possible. There 
will be a point in the SAT’s adjustment where the nugget will be 
more distinct and discernible than at any other point. It won’t be 
the loudest it can be, but it will be the most distinct that it can be 
compared to the ground. That is what you are looking for. 


Now there is good news and bad news that goes along with 
this. The bad news is that the adjustment you just made cost you 
some depth. The good news is that you can probably get at least 
some of it back. Maybe most of it. How much depth you can 
recover will depend on the ground. Doesn’t almost everything? 


If speeding up the SAT helped, but the ground is still being 
difficult, you have probably done the best you can. On the other 
hand, if the situation has improved considerably, you can probably 
turn up the gain a little and get back some of your depth. There 
are only two things you should keep in mind as you do this. 


The first is, don’t forget that on the Goldmasters previous to 
the Goldmaster 3, the gain and ground balance are tied together. 
When you change the gain, you will need to re-ground balance. 


The second is, with the SAT speeded up, you probably can’t 
pump the coil fast enough to outrun the SAT. You won’t be able 
to tell what is happening with the threshold tone which means 
that you won’t be able to properly make your ground balance 
adjustments. 


The answer is to do a little 2-step. Make a mental note of 
where the SAT is set and then turn it down to normal. Next, 
increase the gain by one or two hash marks and re-ground balance. 
The last step is to raise the SAT back up to where you had it set 
originally. 
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Now try it out on your test nugget. If the ground is still 
under control, great. You might even be able to increase the 
gain a little bit more. If the ground is out of hand again, your 
best bet is probably to put the gain back to where it was. 


You should also be aware that there are nugget hunters out 
there who always use the SAT speeded up. They set the gain 
anywhere from one to several hash marks above where they would 
normally have it and run the SAT at about 1/2 to 3/4 or so. Some 
of the people who are using the faster SAT speeds are doing 
quite well. Once you get a feel for the SAT and what it can do, 
experiment and find what works best for you in the areas that 
you hunt. 


Ineed to mention the SAT control on the White's Goldmaster 
GMT, the new tracking machine. This SAT control is not quite 
the same as the older ones, although on the surface, it appears 
that it is doing exactly the same thing. The lower 2/3 of the 
adjustment range is the same as the older SAT controls. However, 
the top 1/3 has some fancy software hocus pocus going on. I 
won't bore you with details, especially since I don't fully 
understand them myself. 


What is important is how you go about utilizing it. On this 
machine, when things get bad enough that you feel the need for 
some SAT, don't turn down the gain first. Instead, leave the gain 
at the RIS (Recommended Initial Settings) or wherever you have 
it set and try running the SAT in the upper 1/3 of it's range. You 
may be pleasantly surprised. The threshold will probably get a 
little ratty, but if you try things out on a test nugget, you may be 
amazed at how easy it is to hear the nugget and how much less 
trouble the ground is. If that doesn't do the job, you can always 
use it as a standard SAT by turning down the gain and using the 
lower 2/3 of the SAT control. Some folks are running lots of 
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gain, a barely inaudable (silent) threshold, and running the SAT 
in it's upper 1/3 on this machine with very good results. The 
GMT breaks a lot of rules. Don't be afraid to experiment with it. 


To close this section, I would like to tell you a couple of 
quick stories to show you how valuable a variable SAT can be. 


The first happened during a field seminar that was given on 
Rich Hill in Arizona. For those of you who haven’t been to 
Rich Hill, [ll tell you here and now that it has some of the worst 
ground this side of Australia. It is bad enough on the surface, 
but in the dozer cuts, it is really terrible. 


Now, while I am going to withhold last names to protect the 
guilty, let it be known that the fellow who was sponsoring this 
particular seminar had planted a nugget patch so that all of the 
participants could dig up at least one nugget. Unfortunately, he 
didn’t check the area with a detector before he planted them, 
(Did you Paul?) and he inadvertently chose one of the worst 
patches of ground on the hill. I was one of the instructors 
involved, and it was brought to my attention that no one was 
finding their planted nuggets. 


This all occurred soon after the release of the Goldmaster 
V/sat. I had a brand new one along, but hadn’t had much of a 
chance to use it. So, I grabbed my trusty old Goldmaster II and 
headed up to the patch to see for myself what was going on. 


20 minutes later: “Um, excuse me, but is this the right place?” 
I couldn’t find anything either. I had to check and make sure 
that I was in the right spot! “Pardon me, I’ll be right back.” 


Headed back down to the truck for the V/sat, hoping that it 
would solve the problem. It took probably 15-20 minutes of 
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playing to figure out the best way to set up the machine. After 
that, finding the nuggets was much easier. We ended up 
recovering all but a couple of them. 


The second incident occurred in the California motherlode 
area. I was helping to give seminars in some of the hydraulic 
pits in the area, and ended up with some free time to do a little 
hunting on my own. 


This particular day found me working a hydraulic pit that 
was new to me. There was a really bad patch of ground where I 
found a 10 grain nugget maybe an inch deep. I barely heard that 
nugget! A 10 grain near surface nugget with a Goldmaster should 
really snap. So I stuck the nugget back under the ground and 
spent the next 10 minutes playing with the machine and trying 
to find a combination of settings that would give the best results 
(That distinct signal I keep harping on). 


That was time well spent. I hunted back through that patch 
and picked up another 4 nuggets. The smallest was under 5 
grains and the largest was fairly deep and weighed 23 grains, 
almost a pennyweight. 


In my opinion, the biggest factor in finding those nuggets 
was the ability to adjust the SAT speed. The ground was bright 
red dirt with patches of wet, green, decomposed serpentine mixed 
in. It doesn’t get much worse. 


The fully adjustable SAT speed is a major improvement for 


nugget hunting machines. In the right circumstances, it can 
make all the difference in the world. 
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Volume 


Now let’s talk about setting the volume. In order to do this 
properly you need a large metal object such as a pop can or your 
pick (-up). 


Now start sweeping your coil over the metal object and adjust 
the volume until the signal is loud enough for you, but 
comfortable enough that it doesn't hurt your ears. If you listen 
to overly loud targets or mineralization all day, you can actually 
damage your hearing and at the very least, the ringing in your 
ears will probably give you a headache. Keep it ata comfortable 
level. 


It may surprise you, but if you have your threshold properly 
adjusted and use quality headphones, you will still be able to 
hear the faintest targets. My volume is set so low that tin cans 
sound about like other peoples .22 casings. Yet, I consistently 
find nuggets under 1/10 grain. At the end of the day, my ears 
don't ring. You don’t have to be hard on your ears to be effective. 
By the way, my hearing is not all that great. It’s not how well 
you can hear, it’s how you adjust your machine. 


If your headphones have a volume control, use that for your 
adjustment, leaving the knob on your machine tured all the way 
up. If your machine is like the Goldmaster and doesn’t have a 
volume control knob, you will have no choice but to use the one 
on your headphones. Don’t try to hunt with a Goldmaster (Or 
any other machine that doesn’t have a volume control.) using 
headphones that also aren’t equipped with it. You could easily 
damage your ears. 


There are devices on the market that are supposed to suppress 
the loud blasts but still let you hear the fainter signals. I have 
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only tried one of these, but with quality headphones, the loud 
signals were still much too loud for my tastes. Using the device 
in conjunction with the volume control, I was able to turn the 
volume up slightly, but the difference was negligible. I couldn’t 
tell any difference in my ability to hear the fainter signals with 
or without the device. There are several of these units on the 
market, and others may work better than the one I tried. If the 
idea appeals to you, give it a try. Maybe you will have better 
luck with it than I did. 


The Fix Switch 


Should you 'fix' it if it ain't broke? Maybe. Most automatic 
ground tracking machines have a switch called 'fix'. Contrary to 
what it sounds like, it won't repair the detector if it's broken. 
What the fix switch does is to suspend tracking while the switch 
is in the fix position. The ground balance stays where it was 
when you flipped the switch, and will stay there until you switch 
back to automatic. Why would you want to have an automatic 
ground balance machine and then turn off the automatic tracking? 
There are several circumstances in which this can be not only 
useful, but downright necessary. 


The first instance that comes to mind is in hunting meteorites. 
Some of the stony meteorites are barely detectable as is. With a 
really fast tracking machine like the GMT or the newest Minelabs, 
a target like that will probably be eliminated, possibly on the 
very first pass, so you won't even know you missed anything. 
For that reason, if you are hunting meteorites with an automatic 
unit, you should allow the machine to ground balance itself and 
then throw the fix switch to lock in the ground balance. Then 
you can detect marginal targets like stony meteorites. 
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There are several other targets that are in the same category. 
Small deep nuggets can be tuned out by a tracking machine, as 
well as targets like native galena and pyrite crystals. If you are 
hunting along and hear what sounds like a potential target which 
disappears on the next sweep, try the fix switch. It may not be 
mineralization. 


When you are trying to pinpoint a marginal target, or have a 
really small target in a cup, you may need to 'fix' the machine in 
order to maintain a signal on your tiny target until you have it in 
hand. Ifyou are in the habit, like most ofus, of laying the detector 
on the ground while you separate your targets, you will most 
likely need to use the fix switch. If you happen to lay the coil on 
a bad patch of ground and it tracks into it, there is no telling 
what can happen to the signal of a tiny target. 


The best solution to all of this is to use a manual machine 
for these sort of circumstances. (I just know you carry a spare 
one in your hip pocket, right?) The fix switch is the next best 
solution available to us right now. 


The White's GMT has the best of both worlds, good fast 
intelligent automatic tracking and a complete manual system, all 
in one. It uses the same push-pad electronic ramped ground 
balance as the GM4. Not only that, but when you switch from 
manual to automatic, it remembers where the manual mode was 
set, so the next time you switch to manual, it's right back where 
it was. This is very useful for checking out hot rocks/cold stones. 
Find a typical cold stone and tune it out in manual mode, then go 
back to automatic hunting. Next time you hit a suspected cold 
stone, flip the machine into manual to check it. If it's gone, you 
know it's a cold stone like the last one and you can go back to 
hunting in automatic with only a second or two lost. You can 
apply this to many nuisance targets. And if you are hunting 
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meteorites or other marginal targets with a GMT, just use the 
manual mode. 


Putting it All Together 


So now that we have gone over all of the controls, let’s go 
through a basic setup from start to finish. You pull up to a likely 
looking spot, jump out of your truck (Being careful not to break 
your neck or land on a cactus in your excitement to get started.), 
grab your detector, and...then what? 


The first step is to turn on the machine and choose a gain 
setting. If you are unfamiliar with the area, try something in the 
4 or 5 range. You can always change it later. 


The next step is to set the volume so that the old 50 gallon 
barrel just up the wash that finally got completely covered up 
just this last spring won’t leave you deaf for the rest of the trip. 
Using your pick, a soda can, or any other chunk of metal you 
can find, sweep over it with your detector and set the volume so 
that it is loud enough to tell it's a big target, but doesn’t hurt your 
ears. After a half day of detecting, I usually end up turning mine 
down even lower than [had it set originally. Your ears get tired, 
just like the rest of you. 


Now it’s time to ground balance. Turn the threshold up just 
loud enough so that you can easily tell what is happening with it 
as you pump the coil. Then, follow the instructions given earlier 
to ground balance your machine. 


After you have the ground balance set, hold the coil up in 


the air away from any possible targets and set the threshold to 
where you can just barely hear it. Make sure that the SAT is 
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somewhere you want it to be. It's easy to forget about it and 
have it set too fast to start out. 


If you have a GMT, the process is simplified. Put all of the 
knobs and switches on the RIS marks, adjust the threshold, and 
you're set. Pretty tough, huh? 


That’s it. You are ready to start hunting. You will probably 
end up making some adjustments to your gain, ground balance, 
and possibly SAT speed depending on what you are hearing. 
Remember that there are no set formulas. Every patch of ground 
is different and you won’t know what to do until you get there. 
Just listen to the ground and it will tell you how to set up your 
machine. 


And lastly, if you don't get anything else out of this entire 
book, please remember this: the entire point to each and every 
little bit of tuning that you do is to try and set up your machine 
to give you the most distinct signal possible on good targets. 
Loud or soft, it doesn't matter, as long as your targets are distinct 
from the ground. 


Next, we will talk about what to do when you hit the 
inevitable patch of - - - MINERALIZATION! 


“ 


& 
of 
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What is Mineralization? 


Mineralization. No other word can strike such fear into the 
hearts of nugget hunters. What is it and why is it such a problem? 
We have already touched on this, but we need to go into the 
subject in much more depth. 


The inability to deal with mineralization is one of the things 
that keeps many fair to good detectorists from being truly 
successful. Ifthe manufacturers ever give us a sensitive machine 
capable of totally ignoring the mineralization, we will have 
another gold rush on our hands. In some areas, only a fraction 
of the gold has been found because of the severe ground 
conditions. 


Mineralization is just what it sounds like. It is minerals in 
the soil that interfere with your machine’s ability to find targets. 
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The main culprit, and the one which causes us the most problems, 
is iron. Most machines are especially sensitive to iron, even 
when it is spread out in the soil. 


Any piece of iron has a magnetic field around it. An object 
like a nail has a field around it that is shaped somewhat like a 
barbell. This is why your machine will generally give a double 
signal on nails, wire, etc. You get one signal for each enlarged 
magnetic field on the ends of the iron object. An object obviously 
doesn’t have to be magnetic for your machine to detect it, but 
iron objects give a much better signal for their size because of it. 
The same goes for the soil. You are basically trying to detect 
over a constantly changing magnetic field. 


The iron in the soil is not spread out evenly. If it were, we 
could still hunt fairly effectively. In reality, you balance your 
machine for one patch of ground, and on the next swing, hit a 
patch more or less mineralized than where you originally ground 
balanced. The S.A.T. helps a lot in this situation, but it is unable 
to totally negate the effect. At the same time, you lose depth on 
any patch of ground that is different from where you originally 
ground balanced. 


Because the ground changes so often, it would be nearly 
impossible to try to stay perfectly ground balanced all the time. 
You would have to literally hunt by the inch. Instead, we balance 
for the average. This gets us close enough to be fairly effective 
and it allows us to cover a reasonable amount of ground in a day. 
Ground balancing is still a fairly constant process, but at least 
most of the time, you needn’t do it every few inches. Depending 
on the area, you might balance every few feet or not touch it all 
day. If you have a spot like the latter, drop me a note. I'l] come 
visit. 
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Figuring out just exactly what is the average soil in a 
particular area and how to ground balance for it is not something 
that you can get specific instructions for in a book. You need to 
actually be in a spot swinging a coil to know that. However, 
there are some general guidelines that will help. But before we 
get into that, there are a couple of terms that we need to go over 
and understand. 


Mineralized Rocks 


Hot rocks. These generally go hand in hand with other types 
of mineralization. Some locations have only a few, while other 
areas seem to have an overabundance. What are hot rocks and 
why are they a problem? 


There are actually two types of “hot rock” out there. The 
fact that there are 2 different types of rock being referred to by 
the same name has caused no end of confusion. For purposes of 
definition, and so that you and I will both know what I am trying 
to talk about, I am going to give these two types of rocks two 
different names--hot rocks and coldstones. 


You will find that most nugget hunters call them both hot 
rocks, and I have been called up on the carpet a couple of times 
for separating them. However, these 2 types of rock cause your 
machine to respond in different ways, and each needs dealt with 
in it's own way. For that reason, I will continue to keep them 
separate. 


Now, let's cover each one in enough detail to help you deal 
with them in the field. 
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Hot Rocks 


The true hot rocks are those rocks that have some sort of 
mineralization in them that causes them to give a signal. This 
signal can be very weak, or a real boomer. I’ve hunted areas 
where the hot rocks sounded more like nuggets than the nuggets. 
They come in every color and texture imaginable. They can be 
red, gray, white, black, rusty looking, and I even ran into one 
batch that were lavender. Most of them can eventually be tuned 
out, but by the time you do, you are so far out of ground balance 
that you couldn’t possibly hunt. If you are anywhere near a 
normal ground balance, these hot rocks will give a positive signal 
that sounds very similar to a metal target. 


These are the true hot rocks, and believe it or not, they are 
usually not that much of a problem. Many times, all the hot 
rocks in an area will look and sound very much alike. Most 
often, they do not sound quite like a metal target. 


T hunted an area in the Mohave desert where the ground was 
littered with volcanic rock that ranged from pea sized to softball 
sized, and it was all hot. Every single piece of it gave a decent 
signal. It took me several hours, but I finally learned to discern 
the difference between the hot rocks and metal targets. By the 
end of the day, there were five nuggets in my pouch. 


When you are hunting an area with lots of hot rocks, the 
best you can usually do is tune to the average ground in between 
the hot rocks. You will probably want a neutral to slightly positive 
tune. At that point, if you are willing to persist, you either dig 
lots of hot rocks or learn to tell the difference in sound between 
the rocks and the targets. 
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You will find that most hot rocks give a somewhat flatter 
and broader signal than a nugget. There are always exceptions 
of course, and in those cases, you must be willing to do a lot of 


digging. 


Many times, you can tell the difference between hot rocks 
and metal targets by slowly raising your coil as you sweep over 
the target. Hot rocks tend to fade pretty evenly up to a point and 
then drop off quickly, while metal targets fade at a fairly steady 
rate. Again, there are always exceptions, which you will surely 
find if you hunt long enough. 


The hot rocks in a given area tend to be similar not only in 
sound but also in appearance. If you are hunting an area and 
start finding hot rocks, don’t ignore them. Dig up or move a few 
and look them over. Learn what they look like in that area. Many 
will be on the surface, and if you know which rock to pick up or 
kick aside, you can save yourself a lot of time in the course of a 
day. 


A high quality pair of headphones can really help when it 
comes to identifying hot rocks. I have listened to hot rocks and 
targets side by side with just the detector speaker, or cheap 
headphones, and couldn't tell the difference. But put on a good 
set of headphones and you can often tell them apart. 


You will know that you are 'getting it' when you hit a bunch 
of hot rocks and on each one, you say to yourself, "That sounds 
a little like another hot rock, but I'm not sure, so I'd better dig it 
up." Then you hit a metal target and say, "Now that is a real 
target!" 


53 


Chapter 5 


Coldstones 


Coldstones are a whole different breed. We are going to 
spend a lot of time talking about them because they can cost you 
a lot of gold. They are known by a host of names, including hot 
rocks, coldstones, ironstones and even black holes. We are going 
to be calling them coldstones. 


Coldstones are basically a lump of iron ore out of a vein, 
usually the same vein that contained the gold you are hunting 
for. In some areas, most notably Australia, you can find gold 
and coldstone intermixed in the same lump of ore. Coldstones 
can usually be identified with a magnet. Most will stick nearly 
as well as a piece of refined iron. However, you will find that 
like everything else in this game, there are always exceptions. 


Those of you who have done much panning or dredging are 
probably familiar with black sand. This is nothing more than 
coldstones that have been weathered down to the consistency of 
fine sand. Black sand is also attracted to a magnet and will play 
games with your detector the same as a coldstone. 


The biggest difference between hot rocks and coldstones, as 
far as detecting goes, is that hot rocks cannot reasonably be tuned 
out. They give a positive signal if you are anywhere near a 
neutral ground balance. Coldstones, on the other hand, can 
usually be tuned out and you can continue to hunt. 


In most locations, if you are tuned neutral, coldstones will 
give their signature null-boing sound. In truth, coldstones can 
give either a positive signal or cause a lack of a signal, (The null- 
boing) depending on how your detector is tuned. They are either 
hot or cold depending on their relationship to the background 
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soil and how you are tuned to it. That last sentence is very 
important and IJ have taken the liberty of underlining it for you. 
Once you grasp that concept, coldstones will lose a lot of their 
mystery and you will be able to deal with them effectively. You 
can change a coldstone from cold to hot or visa versa by changing 
your ground balance. We will deal with this in detail later in this 
section. 





I mentioned that coldstones can cause either a positive signal 
or lack of one. I need to clarify what happens when they cause 
a lack of a signal, because you do actually hear something, but it 
is not a signal caused by the rock in the true sense. 


What happens is this: If you are not tuned hot enough to 
tune out the coldstone, your threshold will null out as the coil 
goes over the rock. It is like a signal in reverse. Instead of the 
tone rising, it drops. If your threshold is set properly, it will just 
go silent. This drop happens very quickly, and the S.A.T. will 
try to make up for it just as quickly, but the rock always wins the 
race. Then, as you continue your swing and the coil clears the 
rock, the threshold is released. In the meantime, the S.A.T. has 
further raised the threshold tone in it’s attempt to compensate, 
so the effect is that you just suddenly have a ‘signal’ after a 
slight null that drops off at a slightly slower rate than a true 
signal. The slow drop is the S.A.T. returning the threshold to 
where it belongs. 


What you end up hearing is the signature “null-boing” of a 
coldstone. It is easy to identify because you only hear half a 
signal. There is no smooth rise to the peak of the signal as with 
a metal target. It is not a clean ‘zip’. The signal is just suddenly 
there after a brief null, and it drops off a little more slowly than 
a real target. 
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You also need to notice that the signal occurs on either side 
of the null spot depending on which way your coil is moving. In 
other words, if you are swinging from left to right, you will hear 
a null with the boing occurring on the right side of it. If you are 
swinging from right to left, you will hear the null with the boing 
on the left side of it. This characteristic is important in helping 
to identify these pests. If you ever wanted to dig up a coldstone, 
the middle of the null spot is the center of it. 


This may all be a little confusing, and I hope the 
accompanying illustrations will help. If you have hunted some 
and heard this, you will know what I am talking about. If you 
haven’t, you are probably wondering what I am rambling on 
about. Never fear, if you spend much time in the goldfields, you 
will hear this sound more often than you probably care to. 


So why do we need to do anything about these coldstones? 
The reason they need dealt with is this: That negative signal or 
null that they are causing (because you are tuned neutral) can 
cover up or suppress the signal from a nugget. Remember, the 
null is like a signal in reverse. So you now have two signals 
fighting for control. One positive, the other negative. The nugget 
is trying to make a positive signal that you could hear and the 
coldstone is trying to make a negative signal. The coldstone 
will usually win. Naturally this depends on the size of the 
coldstone and the nugget. A large enough nugget will be heard 
through a coldstone. But if you will take some coldstones and 
nuggets and do a little experimenting, you will probably be 
surprised at how small a coldstone can mask a nugget. This is 
especially true if the coldstone is shallow and the nugget is a 
little deeper. 


OK, so we need to deal with coldstones or they will mask 
out nuggets that we should be able to hear. How is this 
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accomplished? The answer depends on how many coldstones 
there are in your hunt area, how severe they are, and what the 
soil itself is like. All of this will dictate how you tune your 
machine for that area. Like I said, I can’t give you specifics 
without being there, but I can tell you how to listen to the ground 
via your machine, and that in turn will tell you how to tune it. 


The Signature "Boing' 
of a Coldstone 


As you sweep 
across the Coldstone, 








this is what you hear... @ 


The coldstone has released 













The coldstone d th the threshold and the S.A.T. 
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starts compensating. 








Threshold 
Baseline 
This is the level at which 
ithe S.A.T. is trying to keep 
the threshold. You only hear 
what _is above this line. 








The drawn out Boing’ of 
the coldstone as the S.A.T. 
returns the threshold. 
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Typical Signal 
From a Good Target 


As you sweep 
across the nugget, 













This is the level at which 
the S.A.T. is trying to keep 
ithe threshold. You only hear 
what_is above this line. 













It is always a good idea to start with your machine tuned 
neutral for the average soil in the area. Do this by picking a spot 
that looks fairly typical to you and as you go through the tuning 
process, turn in a semicircle so that you are not tuning over just 
one small square foot patch of ground. That small patch could 
easily have a target or some severe mineralization. If you move 


58 


Dealing With Mineralization 


the coil around as you tune the machine, you will come closer to 
setting the machine for the average. 


Now let us suppose that as you are hunting along, you run 
into a patch of coldstones. Don’t be concerned if there are only 
afew. You can avoid or move most of these and continue merrily 
on your way without too much concern. But if you get into a 
bunch of them, and especially if you are pretty sure that there 
are nuggets in the area, then you need to do some tuning of your 
machine to deal with them. 


Unless the coldstones are extremely severe, you can actually 
tune to them, make them your “average soil” so to speak. This is 
the solution that I rely on most often. 


Do this by making your normal sweeps over a typical sized 
coldstone at a height of a couple of inches. Now, go back to 
your basic tuning procedures. At first, the signal will get quieter 
as you go over the coldstone, so you turn up the ground balance. 
As you keep doing this, you will hit a spot where the signal will 
either smooth out or turn into a sort of double blip, and next, the 
coldstone will be causing a signal just like any other normal 
target. At that point, you have gone too far. Turn the ground 
balance back down to the point where the coldstone gives the 
least signal. 


Sometimes you can tune them out entirely. Usually, you 
will end up with the double blip. This is OK as it makes them 
easy to identify. In addition, the SAT doesn’t have to work to 
return the threshold because it never left. When you hear that 
double blip, you know that it is a coldstone. 


It will usually take only a partial turn of the fine ground 
balance knob to tune out the coldstones. You are still plenty 
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close enough to a neutral ground balance. The loss in depth that 
you will suffer by tuning this way is minimal, contrary to what 
you may hear otherwise. You can check that out for yourself. 
The coldstones would cost you a lot more nuggets than the 
fraction of an inch that you lose by being tuned a little warm. 


My rule of thumb is, I will tune out the coldstones if they 
are within | to 1 1/2 turns of the fine ground balance knob on 
my Goldmaster. Normally, it is more like 1/4 to 1/2 turn. If they 
are worse than my | 1/2 turn limit and plentiful enough to worry 
about, then I will try to strike an average that allows me to hear 
most of the targets around them but still be balanced close enough 
to the ground to get good depth. 


When you are tuned to the coldstones like this, they will no 
longer mask out nuggets. If there are a lot of coldstones in your 
area, and especially if you know that there are nuggets there 
also, this type of tuning is very important. 


A lot of the experts will tell you to tune to the average ground 
and just work around the coldstones. They say that you lose too 
much depth when tuned this way. When you talk to one of these 
guys, try to find out where his ‘worked out patches’ are. Then 
go there and hunt it with the coldstones tuned out. I couldn’t 
start to tell you how many nuggets I have found this way. 


When you do tune to the coldstones, if the ground itself is 
anywhere near normal, it will give a mild signal if you move 
your coil towards it. The ground will also cause a slight null if 
you move the coil away from it. Normally, this will not hurt a 
thing, and being ground balanced in this manner can sometimes 
intensify the signal from small and deep nuggets. The only 
precaution necessary is that you keep the coil an even distance 
above the surface of the ground as you sweep. In other words, if 
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the ground rises, the coil rises with it. Just follow the contours 
and you will hardly notice that you are not neutrally balanced. 
This is just a part of good coil control. 


Even in areas without coldstones, I normally hunt with my 
machine balanced slightly on the ‘warm’ side. This can definitely 
help with those very small and deep nuggets. It will also help to 
keep you from drifting into a negative ground balance situation. 
That is something you want to avoid. 


There are areas out there where the coldstones are so severe 
compared to the soil that you can’t tune them completely out. If 
you do, you will be much too far out of ground balance. Only 
practice and experience will tell you when to tune out the 
coldstones, when to tune to the soil, and when to do something 
in between. I will tell you that the vast majority of the time, if 
they are plentiful, I tune to the coldstones. If they are really 
bad, try to split the difference between them and the soil. See 
the chapter on 'Test Nuggets' for more info on setting your 
machine up for a specific area. 


Always remember, it isn’t the coldstone on the surface that 
is a problem. Those can be kicked aside. The one costing you 
gold is the one 3" underground with a nice nugget 2" under it. If 
you are tuned to the soil, you probably won’t hear either one. 
That is a nugget that you just left behind for me, and although I 
appreciate it, you really shouldn’t do that. Tune out the coldstones 
and take those nuggets home with you. 


Thave had students ask if they shouldn’t just carry a coldstone 


in their pocket and use it to set up their machine when they get to 
the field. That is probably not a good idea for a couple of reasons. 
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First of all, you shouldn’t tune to the coldstones unless there 
are a lot of them around. If this is the case, you shouldn’t have 
to look far in order to find one to tune out. 


Second, coldstones come out of a vein and tend to be a little 
patchy, just like nuggets. The coldstones out of different parts 
of a vein can have different ‘intensities’. In other words, they 
are going to change slightly from area to area. Sometimes they 
change more than slightly. You need to tune to the coldstones 
that are occurring right where you are hunting, not the ones from 
the next hill or county. 


When I get out of my truck in a new area and start hunting, 
I’m not looking for gold. I’m looking for coldstones. I want to 
know how many and how bad. With that information, I can 
quickly decide how best to set up my machine for that area and 
start hunting effectively. It only takes a couple of minutes to do 
it right. 


You shouldn’t have to look far to gather a few coldstones 
for practice. You can also make one by filing on a piece of iron. 
Then you use some white glue like Elmers and fill a plastic bottle 
cap with the glue and filings. Make sure that the cap doesn’t 
have an aluminum liner. The real thing works better, but the 
bottle cap trick will do in a pinch. 


Take your coldstones and some nuggets or pieces of lead 
and do some experimenting with them. This sort of practice 
may seem tedious, but it will pay for itself in time saved in the 
field. You really need to understand the influence of coldstones 
and how to deal with them. Depending on the areas you usually 
hunt, this can make or break you when it comes to nugget hunting. 
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When you are detecting, your finger should never stray from 
the ground balance knob. With just a slight tweak, you can 
identify coldstones versus targets and easily eliminate most of 
the negative influence of all but the worst of the coldstones. 
With enough practice, this becomes second nature, and you will 
do it almost without thinking about it. If you hear an iffy signal, 
turn down the ground balance slightly. If the signal lessens or 
goes away, it was a mild coldstone and you can put the ground 
balance back and continue on your way. With a little practice, 
you will know about how much ofa turn this takes. If you have 
to turn it further than that, you better investigate. You may have 
a coldstone/target combination. 


You will also get to the point where you don’t need to pump 
the coil a lot to check your ground balance. If you are hearing a 
lot of little ‘hollow’ spots, you will know that you need to turn 
the ground balance up slightly. Those hollow spots are caused 
by coldstones or just little pockets of iron in the soil. If the 
machine seems to be ‘attacking’ the ground and making noise 
on everything, then you will know to turn the ground balance 
down a little. Again, if you hunt enough, this will all get to be 
automatic. When you reach that point, you are well on your 
way to becoming a successful nugget hunter. 


The Goldmaster GMT is the first tracking nugget detector 
that knows how to deal with coldstones. All of the other tracking 
machines on the market that I'm aware of will try to maintain a 
neutral ground balance. The GMT is programmed to track in to 
the colder aspects of the soil. In other words, it tends to try to 
tune out the coldstones if they are present. This is a first for 
tracking nugget detectors and makes the GMT unique. It also 
makes it a darn effective nugget detector. It can sense things in 
the soil that you might not be able to hear and then it makes the 
appropriate adjustments. Ain't technology wonderful? And, since 
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it's a fact that sooner or later, you will run into an area where this 
may not be the optimal solution, the GMT also has a manual 
mode for those areas where you need to "have it your way". 


Here's a neat GMT trick to use in an area with problem 
coldstones or hot rocks. When you are in the manual mode of 
the GMT and switch over to automatic, the GMT remembers 
where the manual mode is set. The next time you switch to 
manual, it's right back where you left it. So, put the unit in 
manual mode and go over one of your problem coldstones or hot 
rocks. Once you have it tuned out, switch back to automatic and 
continue hunting. The next time you get a dubious signal, flip 
the machine into manual mode and check it out. If it's gone, you 
know that it was one of the rocks you tuned out earlier. Flip 
back to auto and you're on your way. If it's still there in manual, 
you better dig it up. 


Before we leave this subject of coldstones, there is a situation 
that can occur that you need to be aware of. As you are hunting 
along, it will occasionally happen that a coldstone will be under 
your coil at the extreme end of your swing. If you are not tuned 
to eliminate the null from that coldstone, it will sound a lot like 
a signal. This is because the null will occur at the end of your 
swing. Therefore the ‘boing’ will occur as you start the coil 
back the other way. Until you really have an ear for coldstones, 
that single boing near the end of the swing will sound very much 
like a target. It is not in the middle of your swing where you can 
get a good ‘listen’. If you keep repeating that same swing, you 
will keep hearing the ‘signal’ in the same spot. 


Normally, you hear the boing of a coldstone in two places as 
you sweep back and forth across it. However, in this case you 
are not sweeping clear across it, but stopping and changing 
direction right on top of it. I have seen beginners spend a lot of 
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time trying to dig up a ‘target’ that didn’t exist. Anytime you get 
a signal, and especially at or near the end of your swing, make 
that spot the center of your attention and swing well to both 
sides of it. This will help you to pinpoint real targets, and will 
help you to identify “half a coldstone” signals. 


A "Good" Signal From 
1/2 of a Coldstone 


Normal 1/2 of a 
Coldstone signal Coldstone signal 


"Boing" Occurs: "Boing" Occurs: 
here on here on 
left sweep right sweep here only 
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CHAPTER 6 
Test Nuggets 


“SE NB 


(Note: This chapter first appeared almost in it's entirety in the 
September 1996 issue of Western & Eastern Treasure.) 


Several years ago, I met a fellow hunting in the desert near 
Quartzsite, Arizona. [t was obvious after watching him work a 
hillside for a few minutes that he and his detector were about to 
get a divorce. Since it is such a shame to see a perfectly good 
detector get assigned to permanent closet duty, I wandered up 
the hill to see if I might be of some assistance. 


The gentleman's problem was the fairly common mistake of 
trying to use too much power in highly mineralized ground. We 
got him straightened out and on his way with a smile on his face. 


The thing that stuck in my mind from the encounter was 
when he “demonstrated” to me that his machine was working 
fine. He reached into his pocket, pulled out his test nugget, 
tossed it down on the ground, and showed me that his detector 
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had no trouble picking it up. Ishould hope not! That test nugget 
must have weighed a pennyweight! There is probably nota single 
machine on the market designed for nugget hunting that would 
not pick up that nugget on the surface, no matter how it was 
tuned. A test nugget that size will tell you exactly 2 things. 1) 
You have good batteries in your detector. 2) They are installed 
correctly. 


Everyone who uses a detector to hunt for gold should have a 
test nugget. I believe this so firmly that I give one to every 
student who passes under my care. Test nuggets are vital to 
beginners, but J also think that many advanced hunters are missing 
the boat by not carrying a test nugget or two with them. I believe 
that the reason some advanced hunters abandon their test nuggets 
is because they think of them as ‘training wheels’. Test nuggets 
can be as important in the field as your digging tool. 


A test nugget has two purposes in life. It is used to help tune 
the detector and it is used to help tune the detectorist. This is 
why a test nugget half the size of a Volkswagen won’t do. In 
order to help tune either you or your machine, the nugget needs 
to be fairly small. It should challenge you to hear it under an 
inch of dirt. “But Larry, the ground changes in different areas 
that I hunt. Sometimes J can hear it under an inch of dirt, and 
sometimes I can’t.” Good point! And therein lies a strong 
argument for carrying more than one size. 


Using a test nugget to help tune your machine is fairly 
straightforward. You place the nugget under a half inch to an 
inch of soil, and then play with the different adjustments on your 
machine. This next sentence is vital and although I know that I 
keep harping on this, it is so important that it bears repeating 
once more. Your entire purpose to all of this tuning is to get the 
most distinct signal possible from your target. Please notice 
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that I didn’t say “the loudest signal possible”. Your loudest target 
response will probably come at the highest power and slowest 
SAT settings. Unfortunately, if you are in a mineralized area, 
the ground will be making so much racket at this point that you 
won’t be able to tell the nugget from the ground. Work with 
your power (gain) and ground balance settings, and the SAT 
speed. Try to find settings that allow you to easily distinguish 
the nugget from the background. 


Remember that it doesn't help you one bit to have a good, 
loud signal from the nugget if the ground is making so much noise 
that you can’t tell the nugget and ground apart when you are hunting. 
Better to have the nugget whispering as long as the ground is even 
quieter and you can easily tell the difference. You can usually 
come up with a happy medium. 


As far as using the test nugget to tune the detectorist, there 
are two areas to be addressed. The first is your ears. 


Everyone likes to hear a big, loud signal. This is especially 
true of beginners and many coin hunting converts. Unfortunately, 
in most nugget patches, loud signals are rare enough to make the 
evening news. You need to train your ears to recognize those 
quiet little nugget sounds. They are usually sharp and clean, 
even if they are only a whisper. Put your test nugget under enough 
dirt to make it hard to hear and then listen to it over and over and 
over. Learn to recognize that soft, sweet sound in your sleep. 
The big loud nuggets are easy and will take care of themselves. 
Anyone can find those. Learn to recognize those faint ones and 
you will pick up gold that most folks leave behind. 


The second area to work on with your test nugget is coil 
control, in other words, how well you hunt. As you are hunting 
along, bury the nugget out in front of you a ways, and then see if 
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you pick it up as you hunt along. This will obviously work better 
with a friend, but you can do it alone. After you embarrass yourself 
by walking over your test nugget a few times, you will learn to 
slow down and really work an area over. This slow, careful, thorough 
approach is the hallmark ofa good nugget hunter. 


So how big should a test nugget be? That depends a lot on 
your machine and the types of ground that you usually hunt in. 
With some of the really sensitive machines like the Goldmaster, 
a test nugget in the one half to two grain size is about right. With 
less powerful machines, you may need something a little larger. 
Just remember that it should be a challenge to hear your test nugget 
under an inch or so of soil typical to where you hunt. 


I would like to pass along one other tip concerning test 
nuggets. Most test nuggets that I have seen in the field are glued 
to a poker chip. This works OK, but effectively ruins a perfectly 
good nugget. A cleaner solution is to pick up some 2" wide 
Velcro at the cloth store. It comes in various colors. Cut it into 
a circle, put the test nugget in the middle and close the Velcro all 
around it. You can punch a hole in the side and attach a piece of 
string to prevent loss. No fuss, no muss, and you still have a 
clean, glue free nugget. Also, this holder is flexible and more 
comfortable in your pants pocket. 
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The Importance of Coil Control 


Coil control is a subject of paramount importance to the 
nugget hunter, and it will make or break you when it comes to 
nugget hunting. You can be the best in the world at ground 
balance and handling mineralization, but if you don't have good 
coil control, you will be average at best. 


Yet most of the time, if you hear or read about coil control, 
it is just lightly touched on. You may occasionally hear about 
staying close to the ground and overlapping, but that is only the 
tip of this particular iceberg. 


Unfortunately, I think I know why this is. Coil control is 


fairly easy to do once you understand and have practiced it. It 
gets much easier, almost to the point of being automatic, after a 
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while. The hardest part is maintaining the necessary 
concentration towards the end of a long day. 


However, coil control can be extremely hard to explain to 
someone. Until you have some experience, it is hard to get the 
concept to stick. Even after you think you understand it, watching 
someone with good coil control can be a real eye-opener. 
Converted coin hunters seem to have the hardest time with 
developing good coil control for nugget hunting. Coin hunting 
lets you hunt fast and listen for good solid signals. If you fall in 
that category, please take a long hard look at this subject. It can 
make all the difference in the world. 


Trying to explain the concept of coil control on paper is 
going to be even harder than trying to teach it in person, but it is 
much too important to leave out or just gloss over. I’ve included 
numerous illustrations that I hope will help you to understand 
this extremely important concept. 


Coil control involves all of the following working together: 


1. Sweep speed 

2. Width of the sweep 

3. Height above the ground 
4. Following contours 

5. Overlap 

6. Coil Angle 

7. Consistency 


The Coil Itself 


Before we start getting into the different areas of coil control, 
it may help to cover a little bit about the coil itself and the shape 
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of the signal that it puts out. This may help you to understand 
how to utilize your machine to best advantage. 


Most modern nugget hunting machines have a coil that is 
one of two or three different configurations, elliptical concentric, 
elliptical double “D“ and round double “D”. Round and elliptical 
refer to the shape of the coil housing, the concentric and double 
“d” refer to the configuration of the windings inside the housing. 
The windings are the ‘antennae’ that the machine uses to send 
and receive the signal that it puts out. 


ELIPTICAL CONCENTRIC 








TOP SIDE 7 FRONT } 





oaz-02-5 





ROUND DOUBLE "D" 


The result of these coil types is that you end up with a signal 
shaped somewhat like an inverted sharks fin. The accompanying 
illustration should help explain this. The most important concept 
to grasp right now is that these coils are meant to be swept in a 
side to side motion. They do not work well used in a front to 
back motion. 
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Sweep speed is probably the most difficult of the various 
parts of coil control to quantify. Not only does each individual 
have a speed range that he or she works best in, but sweep speed 
will (or at least should) also change with the terrain and degree 
of mineralization that you are dealing with. 


In open areas with little or no ground mineralization, you 
can hunt fairly quickly. This is a relative term, since even a fast 
nugget hunter should still be moving fairly slow. Ifthe terrain is 
broken, or you are hunting broken up bedrock, you should slow 
down. If the mineralization gets bad, you should slow down 
even more. 


It is possible to spend a whole day covering an area not 
much bigger than a large dining room table. If the mineralization 
is bad enough and the nuggets small enough, that is not at all 
hard to do. Take it from someone who knows. A fellow nugget 
hunter who just cruised through the area heard nothing but a 
bunch of racket and kept on going. He actually speeded up when 
he hit the nugget patch because of the severe mineralization, 
and he passed up over 1/4 oz. of nuggets in the process. I was 
taking a break under a tree and he never knew I was there. 


One of the secrets of nugget hunting is that when things get 
noisy because of mineralization, it is time to slow down and 
really pay attention, because gold and mineralization are the best 
of friends. 


Getting back to sweep speed, the soil and terrain will tell 
you how fast or slow to swing your coil. This is one of those 
times when having your test nugget is important. For most areas, 
a nugget in the one to two grain range is about right. Bury it 
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deep enough that it is a little hard to hear. Then practice sweeping 
over it at different speeds. Whatever speed gives you the most 
distinct signal, (not necessarily the loudest) is the speed at 
which you should hunt that area. Please read that last sentence 
again, (and again and again) because it is one of the more 
important keys to this business of coil control. 


Normally, the faster coil speeds will give you the loudest 
signals. However, those signals may be nearly impossible to 
distinguish from the background noise, which will probably be 
at least as loud and there is usually a lot more of it. You want the 
speed which gives the most distinct signal. You need to be able 
to pick out the target sounds from the other chatter. Most often, 
this means something in the slow to medium range. 


To give an example of the importance of sweep speed, I 
have had numerous students who would pass over a signal as we 
were hunting along. The fact that they missed it the first time 
around is because their ears were not yet trained for those types 
of signals. However, when I would stop them and have them try 
to pick it up again, they couldn’t get a decent signal off the target. 
Then, when J would take the detector and show them how to 
sweep over it, the signal would be very clear and easy to hear. 
The main difference was that I knew how fast to sweep to get the 
most distinct signal from the target. 


Consistency also plays a factor, and we will talk about that 
more in a later section. Conditions vary from location to location, 
so there are no cut and dried rules, but the ground and your test 
nugget will tell you how fast to swing the coil. All you have to 
do is listen. 
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Width of the Sweep 


I’ve seen people trying to cover a 6' or wider path, probably 
thinking that they needed to cover the most ground possible during 
their hunting day. This is fine in theory, but unfortunately it can 
lead to a couple of bad habits that will hurt your overall success. 


The first problem is that most people start moving too fast 
when they are making those wide sweeps. Going fast is almost 
always a no-no. And then should you manage to hear a target, 
by the time you get the coil stopped, you will probably have 
trouble finding the signal again. This creates wasted time and 
frustration. You don’t need either while nugget hunting. 


The other problem is that few people are physically capable 
of making those wide sweeps without raising the coil at the end 
of the swing. It is important to keep the coil close to the ground 
throughout the swing. Why? Glad you asked. 


There is a fairly fixed distance at which your detector will 
pick up a signal from any given nugget. For an example, lets say 
that your detector will pick up a particular nugget at 3 inches. If 
at the end of your swing, your coil is 2 inches off the ground, 
you will now find that nugget only if it is 1 inch deep or less. If 
your coil is more than 3 inches off the ground, that nugget may 
as well not be there. So basically, the ends of the sweep are now 
wasted motion. 


So how wide should you sweep? It varies considerably from 
individual to individual. Your physical build and hunting style 
will be the largest determining factors with the terrain and 
vegetation also playing a part. However, there is a simple 
guideline: The width you should sweep is the width at which 
you can comfortably keep the coil close to and parallel with the 
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ground. You can determine this for yourself, but it may be easier 
to have a friend watch you and let you know when your coil 
starts to rise at the end of your sweep. You will find that as you 
gain experience and your body gets used to hunting, you will be 
able to make wider sweeps without problems. 


GOOD POOR 
TECHNIQUE TECHNIQUE 


es A, ee 


You should be aware that wide sweeps can be a real problem 
if there is a lot of mineralization or targets in an area. If you 
make a 4 foot wide sweep and hear several target/mineralization 
sounds, it is time to slow down and narrow down. Start picking 
things apart. Take the first sound and work it from several angles, 
either satisfying yourself that it is mineralization, or dig it up. 
Then move on to the next little piece of ground. If you just 
continue to sweep across all of that racket in 4 foot sweeps, you 
will never figure out what is going on, and you may even end up 
like one student who thought that there was something wrong 
with his detector. 








Thave had many students who do what we call the pendulum 
sweep. This is what we were talking about earlier with the coil 
coming off the ground at the ends of the sweep. There is one 
little trick that may help you to overcome this if it is a problem 
for you. 


Try to imagine that your coil is one of those airboats that 
float on a cushion of air. Then, at the ends of the sweep, instead 
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of just stopping to change direction, make a little 'U' turn with 
the coil. This has a tendency to make you pay more attention to 
the coil and eliminates any rise at the ends caused by momentum. 


Height Above the Ground 


Unless the mineralization is really bad, it will pay you to 
keep your coil as close to the ground as possible without 
scrubbing it. There are people who scrub the ground with their 
coils, but it is not really necessary and is rough on the equipment 
to boot. The only time I might suggest scrubbing is when you 
are hunting a very sandy area or a fine tailings pile that is fairly 
smooth and you are after really tiny nuggets. Otherwise, just try 
to keep your coil close enough that it occasionally ‘tics’ the 
ground cover. 


If your coil never touches anything, you are keeping it too 
far off the ground. Try lengthening the rod slightly and/or hunting 
a little closer to your feet. The rod should be adjusted so that the 
coil is just off the ground when you swing it comfortably about 
1 to 1 1/2 feet in front of your toes. 


Remember that every inch your coil is above the ground is 
an inch of depth that you are losing. If you swing your coil over 
a small nugget that your detector would normally find at 2 1/2 
inches, you can see that you don’t have much room to play with 
if the nugget is 1 1/2 to 2 inches deep. Be aware of your coil and 
how high it is, and try to keep it as close to the ground as possible 
without causing unnecessary wear and tear on your equipment. 


There is one exception to all of this. You may occasionally 
get into an area with terrible mineralization. One of the ways to 
deal with this is to hunt with your coil a little higher off the 
ground. You lose depth and you won’t hear the tiny nuggets, but 


78 


Coil Control 


at least you can hunt the area and locate the better nuggets. If 
you hunt close to the ground in a situation like this, you will 
probably overload the machine. At the very least, it will be 
impossible to distinguish any targets. 


Following Contours 


Nugget hunting is quite a bit different from hunting for coins 
at the local park or school yard. Most areas where gold occurs 
are not especially flat. There are exceptions, but you will 
generally find this to be true. The desert has rocks and brush, 
the creek beds and bedrock come in every conceivable 
configuration, and the mountains will occasionally challenge you 
just to try and keep your feet under you. The varied terrain of 
the goldfields requires different techniques than most coin 
hunting. 


In order to hunt these areas effectively, you need to imagine 
that the sweet spot of your coil is a paint brush and you are 
going to try to create your own version of the “painted desert”. 
The sweet spot of your coil is that part of the coil that is the most 
sensitive to small and/or deep targets. This is typically the middle 
third (front to back) of the coil. We will discuss the sweet spot 
more thoroughly in the section on ‘Overlapping’. 


One of the main techniques available to you as you try to 
paint the desert is that of following the contours. If the terrain 
dips down ina particular spot, don’t just sweep straight out across 
it. Try to maintain your coil at the same height above the actual 
surface of the ground no matter what the ground does. This will 
give you the best depth and the most even and distinct signals. 
If you are tuned a little “hot” because of the mineralization in a 
given area, this method of searching will also prevent false signals 
caused by the coil moving towards and away from the ground. 
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If you want to find as many nuggets as possible, there are a 
couple of techniques that you should learn in conjunction with 
the concept of following contours. They are mostly just common 
sense, but it is amazing how often they are ignored, either because 
of laziness or a lack of knowledge. 


HANDLING AN 
OBSTRUCTION PROPERLY 


LL 


WHAT YOU 
USUALLY SEE 


pity 


——_—_—_3 








The first is how to handle obstructions such as rocks or roots 
more than a couple of inches thick. If you watch most people 
hunt, you will generally see them just sweep up and over the 
obstruction. This will result in missing most nuggets near the 
edge of the obstacle. Instead, keep your sweep against the ground 
right up to the edge of the obstruction. Then, check under the 
edge at an angle, still keeping as close as possible. Next, detect 
right over the top of whatever is in the way. Then, reverse these 
steps to work down the other side. It takes a lot less time to do 
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than to tell about. In truth, the easiest way to handle these 
obstacles is to simply move them, but they often have other ideas 
about relocation. 


This may seem like a lot of trouble to go to, but it will pay 
off with more nuggets in the long run. The largest nugget that I 
have taken from one of my favorite hydraulic pits came from 
under the edge of a 5" thick rock. It wasn't all that hard to hear 
if you swept over it properly, but just sweeping up over the rock 
would not let you hear it, which is probably why it was still 
there. 


When you are hunting bedrock, most of the nuggets will be 
wedged in cracks. This is generally true whether you are hunting 
solid granite, decomposing schist or whatever. In addition, most 
of these nuggets vary from slightly to very flat. This brings up 
another technique you should be aware of. 


Most gold machines will give a better signal if they are passed 
over a vertically orientated flat nugget so that they can hit the 
flat sides as they approach and leave the nugget. In order to do 
this, you need to pass the coil across the crack at right angles. If 
the bedrock is badly decomposing, it would probably be a good 
idea to search it from 2 different directions that are at right angles 
to each other. In this type of bedrock, nuggets can be wedged at 
almost any angle. 


A lot of people will tell you that if you get a signal, go across 
it at 90°, and if you can't hear it both ways, then it isn't a good 
signal. These flat nuggets on edge are a good example of an 
exception to that rule. A nugget that is on the borderline of your 
detecting depth might be heard if you sweep across it so that 
your coil hits the flats coming and going, but you probably 
wouldn't hear it from 90°. 
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NUGGET ON 
EDGE IN CRACK 


f 


, 


HUNT AT RIGHT ANGLES 
TO THE CRACK 





Overlapping 


As I mentioned earlier, the sweet spot of your coil is that 
section in the middle that is the most sensitive. This is 
approximately the middle third of the coil, front to back. I know 
that some coils are advertised as being effective tip to tip, 
however, I have yet to see a standard coil that is anywhere near 
as sensitive at the ends as in the middle. One notable exception 
to this is Jimmy Sierra’s ‘Gold Foot’. This specialty coil is at 
least as sensitive at the ends as in the middle and you pinpoint 
off the end of the coil. Unfortunately, there are always trade- 
offs, and the 'Gold Foot’ gives up depth for it's tip to tip sensitivity. 


Because of the fact that most coils are more sensitive in the 
middle, it is necessary to overlap your swings in order to cover 
the ground effectively and not miss some of the smaller and deeper 
targets. This illustration should help you to understand what is 
going on. 
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PROPER OVERLAPPING 


SWEET SPOT = 
MENTAL LINE = - - - - - - - 




















The easiest way to do this is by mentally keeping track of 
the line made by the front tip of the coil as it sweeps the ground. 
Then, on the next swing, the exact middle of the coil goes over 
that line and you trace a new one. You can use distinct rocks or 
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twigs or anything else to help with this when you first start to 
learn it. 


Overlapping is one of those things that you will probably 
need to go out and specifically practice doing. If you try to learn 
it while actually hunting, you will most likely forget about it in 
the excitement of the hunt. Fortunately, after a while, it becomes 
automatic and you won’t need to think about it anymore. 


Common sense dictates that if you are working out a good 
patch, you should overlap even more. At it's deepest, your signal 
may only be the size of a golf ball. In order to give yourself 
every chance at those really deep, faint nuggets, overlap a lot 
when working out a patch. 


Coil Angle 


I have been told that I was just being picky when | brought 
up coil angle. The way I look at it, there are so many marginally 
detectable nuggets out there that any advantage a person can 
gain, no matter how slight, will pay off in the long run. Coil 
angle is one of those little advantages. It involves nothing more 
than paying attention to your coil and keeping it parallel with 
the ground you are hunting. 


There is a distinction between this coil angle and raising 
your coil at an angle at the end of the sweep. The coil angle we 
are talking about now is adjusted by pivoting the coil on the end 
of the rod. 


If you are bunting level ground and the front of the coil is 
higher than the rear, or visa versa, you will lose depth in the 
middle equal to about half the distance that the front or back is 
high. Where this gets to be a problem is when you are hunting 
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steep banks or tailing piles and the angle of the ground changes 
drastically. If you don’t adjust the coil angle to match the angle 
of the ground, you can lose a considerable amount of your depth. 
Keeping your coil properly adjusted isn’t very hard or time 
consuming, but it is something that you need to be constantly 
aware of and not get too lazy to do something about. 


The whole point of coil control is to get you to carefully and 
effectively search with your detector. I can’t emphasize enough 
that you really need to scour the ground to find all the nuggets 
possible. 


CORRECT COIL ANGLE 





In some of the hydraulic pits where I have hunted, the 
bedrock is a decomposed schist that sticks up out of the ground 
like fins. There is a lot of gold stuck in the cracks of this stuff, 
but it takes some careful hunting to get them. 
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Watching other people hunt these areas is almost always an 
education, usually in what not to do. You really need to pick 
these types of places apart with your coil. It is slow and tedious, 
but it pays off. Most people just take a couple of casual swings 
over the spot and proclaim it empty before moving on. 
Sometimes, I will stand in one spot and work these areas over 
and over from every conceivable angle trying to get those nuggets 
to talk tome. They are there, but the signal from your coil has to 
hit them, and it has to be from a close enough distance and at the 
right speed. 


All of this applies to any area that you are hunting. Coil 
control can make all the difference between being a fair nugget 
hunter and being a truly successful nugget hunter. 


Consistency 


Consistency is the master that rides herd over all of the other 
elements of coil control. You can be doing everything else pretty 
much the right way, but if you don't do it the right way 
consistently, your success will suffer. 


For most of you, your detector speaks a language which you 
do not yet understand. Now, if you are trying to learn a foreign 
language and you ask someone to repeat something, if they use a 
different word every time, you will never get it. 


The same applies to your detector. Ifyou can't make it repeat 
itself exactly, you will have a lot of trouble figuring out what is 
going on. The way to do this is with consistency in your coil 
control. Whether you are hearing a target, mineralization, hot 
rock, or coldstone, if it doesn't sound exactly the same every 
time you sweep over it, you are going to have a very hard time 
learning to differentiate between the different sounds. 
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With hot rocks for example, it takes an educated ear to tell 
the difference between a hot rock and a target, and that is assuming 
that you can make them sound exactly the same every time. If 
the sounds are inconsistent, plan to do a lot of digging. 


Consistency comes with practice, and will happen 
automatically after a while. Maybe a long while. It has to do 
with muscle training and coordination. If you aren't willing to 
wait for it to happen, make it happen. Once your mind gets the 
concept, it will happen much faster. 


The way to do this is to make a conscious effort to get a 
consistent sound off of everything that you come across. I find 
myself still doing this occasionally as reinforcement. When you 
hit a target, suspected target, coldstone, or whatever, make 
yourself sweep across it over and over until you can make it 
sound exactly the same four or five times in a row. You will 
learn the different sounds much more quickly and shorten the 
amount of time it takes for you to achieve good, automatic 
consistency. 

é 


f 
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Placer Gold 


Before starting this section on where to hunt for gold, it 
would probably be a good idea to take a minute and explain 
what placer gold is. (It is pronounced ‘plasser’.) 


Placer is gold that has been eroded out of the original vein 
by natural forces such as wind and rain. True placer has also 
been concentrated by the forces of water. This type of placer 
deposit is called alluvial. This gold can be anywhere from directly 
below the vein to several hundred miles downstream. However, 
hillside or ‘in situ’ deposits are also usually included under the 
heading of placer gold. These are deposits that have eroded out 
of the vein but have not moved far enough from it to enter a 
waterway and then be concentrated by the water. This type of 
deposit can be found most anywhere there is gold, but is more 
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common in the desert where there is little water to move the 
gold around. These placer deposits are called eluvial. 


General Locations 


When people ask, “So Larry, where do you find all your 
gold?”, I usually point to a couple of dog-eared copies of books 
on placer locations and tell whoever asked that I found most of 
my gold in those books. 


There are numerous books, periodicals, and journals on the 
subject of gold bearing areas and these are some of the best 
sources of information when it comes to locating places to hunt 
for nuggets. A trip to the local library or prospecting shop is an 
excellent place to start. If you can find them, old original maps 
may show mining sites that have been dropped from the newer 
maps. 


The reason for using these types of references is that one of 
the best places to look for gold is anyplace that it has been found 
in the past. Few if any locations are ever totally cleaned out. 
Now there are some folks who enjoy true prospecting, that is, 
looking for new deposits that were missed in the past. But for 
the beginning nugget hunter, I would advise sticking to known 
gold bearing locations. You will have a much better chance of 
finding some nuggets and less chance of quitting the sport because 
of frustration. When you are ready to try some real prospecting, 
you will know it. 


As you start to go through some of these sources, you will 
find a number of different types of gold bearing locations, and 
some are definitely more suited to nugget hunting than others. 
For example, the Snake River in Idaho has quite a bit of placer 
gold. Unfortunately, the vast majority of this gold is so fine that 
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it can take hundreds or even thousands of ‘colors’ to make a 
penny’s worth. You will find the same general situation on the 
famous beaches near Nome, Alaska. These types of placers are 
pretty much a waste of time with a metal detector. Try to make 
sure that any area you are considering has produced coarse gold 
(nuggets) in the past. Don’t waste your time on areas that have 
only fine gold. 


On some of California’s fabled gold bearing rivers, most of 
the gold is under many feet of water and gravel. Again, this type 
of area is not very conducive to detecting. 


You may also want to avoid what are known as hardrock 
areas, unless there is known placer in the same area. Hardrock 
means that the gold is still in the vein in the ground. Some of 
these hardrock areas can be worth a look, but that generally 
involves going into old mines and that can be a dangerous pastime. 
If you do want to look at hard rock areas, make sure that the gold 
was free milling. If they had to use chemicals to extract the 
gold, you won't find it with your metal detector. 


There is a flip side to this coin. Ifa hardrock mine had good 
quantities of free milling gold, the tailings can be worth a look. 
The miners sorted the ore by hand, using only their eyes to tell 
them which pieces of ore had gold. Your detector will find gold 
that they passed up. Some beautiful specimens have been found 
going through the mine dumps of old hardrock mines. 


In my opinion, some of the best and most enjoyable nugget 
hunting can be had in the dry placers of the desert southwest. 
The Mohave Desert of California and parts of Arizona and 
Nevada have these type of placers. 
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Dry placers are those placers where there was little or no 
water and the gold was separated by means of a drywasher, or in 
the old days, by winnowing. For a more in-depth look at 
drywashing, I would refer readers to Jim Straight’s excellent book, 
“Follow the Drywashers”. Suffice it to say that when the old 
time miners were forced to separate the gold from the gravel 
without water, they missed a lot. Sometimes they missed more 
than they took out. This alone makes these areas worth checking 
out. However, there are several more reasons why the dry placers 
are such excellent nugget hunting locations. 


The small amount of water that these areas receive is usually 
in the form of flash floods. Flash floods not only cause a lot of 
erosion and uncover and move the gold around, but when they 
subside, it is usually just as quickly as they started. This means 
that all the material that was being carried and tumbled by the 
water is just left where it stopped. There is no continual flow of 
water to jig the heavier materials like gold to the bottom. For 
this reason, you can find gold almost anywhere in dry desert 
washes, not just on the bedrock as is usually the case with streams 
and rivers that flow the year around. Granted, a lot of the gold 
will be on or near bedrock, but definitely not all of it. 


Many of these dry placer areas also have hillside deposits. 
These are a lot of fun to hunt and can be very productive. Often, 
if you find one nugget on a hillside, there will be more. Then 
you have found yourself a patch, and working a good patch is 
one of the true pleasures of nugget hunting. My good friend 
Richard Dougherty used to tell me, “A nugget on the hillside is 
worth ten in the wash.” He was so right! 


Except for a couple of months in the middle of summer, the 
weather in these areas is generally very pleasant. Some of the 


more southerly areas like Quartzite and Yuma are a great place 
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to spend the winter. Although the nights can be chilly, you are 
often in shirt sleeves by afternoon unless a cold front is moving 
through. 


Although there are definitely exceptions, many of the dry 
placer areas have open land that is not under claim. Much of 
this land belongs to the BLM and you are free to hunt there. 
Your best bet, if you are planning on spending some vacation 
time at a specific placer site, is to try to contact some sources of 
information and find out what the status of the land is. 


For example, someone planning on spending their vacation 
at Rich Hill in Arizona would be disappointed to find the entire 
area under claim. There are a couple of prospecting clubs that 
have some of the claims, but their membership dues are not cheap. 
Permission to nugget hunt there can be hard to come by. 


Starting with inquiries to local clubs and prospecting shops 
before you leave home could save a lot of time and 
disappointment. Some of the books and journals mentioned 
earlier also give this type of information on occasion. 


Another type of placer location that I should mention is the 
old hydraulic pits of the California mother lode country. You 
will also find a few of these in places like Idaho and Montana. 
These are not dry placers in the true sense of the word because 
water was used to work them originally. However, almost all of 
them are now sitting high and dry. 


The hydraulic pits were created in the old days by the use of 
huge monitors. A monitor is basically a giant water nozzle. The 
intense stream of water was directed at ancient river beds that 
were left stranded on hillsides when the current mountains were 
formed. These ancient rivers contained a tremendous amount of 
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gold and were, in fact, the source for much of the gold found by 
the 49ers. As the huge water cannons eroded the hillside, the 
gold bearing gravel washed downhill and into sluices called ‘Long 
Toms’ that were set up to retrieve the gold. However, as you can 
imagine with an operation of this scale, they didn’t get all the 
gold. Not only did they miss a lot of what washed down the hill, 
but there were pockets and cracks in the old bedrock that were 
missed also. 


I hunted one of these areas a couple of summers back and 
got into a little patch about ten feet in diameter. In the course of 
a couple of days, over 130 nuggets came out of that spot. Sue 
sat in one spot in a hydraulic pit and took out 109 pieces of gold. 
This past summer (1995) in between seminars, I found over 700 
nuggets in hydraulic pits in the area. The nuggets were almost 
all on or in ancient bedrock in pockets that were missed by the 
monitor. 


Things to Look For 


Although a complete treatise on prospecting is well beyond 
the scope of this book, I do want to tell you about some of the 
more common things to look for when you are out in the field. 


Old Red Dirt 

In many of the gold placer areas that I have visited, the gold 
occurs in an old red layer of dirt sometimes mixed with gravels 
of different sizes. The dirt is stained red because of the leeching 
action of iron in the soil. This red layer can be found both on 
hillsides and in washes. It is sometimes exposed, but especially 
in washes, can be hidden under the layer of sand and more recent 
gravels. The layer of red dirt is usually very hard, almost 
cemented. When wet, you can dig it with almost anything, but 
when it is dry, you almost need a pick to get into it. If the area 
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you are hunting has this type of gold bearing dirt and you get a 
signal in it, be careful digging out your target. It will nearly 
always be gold and you don’t want to scratch it. 


Bedrock 

Another thing you want to stay on the lookout for is any 
kind of bedrock showing through in gold bearing areas. If what 
you are looking at is the true bedrock of the area, that is where 
the gold has to stop it’s downward trek. There is usually a better 
concentration of gold at bedrock, even in the dry placer areas. 


There are several types of rock that can make up the bedrock 
of an area. Some of the more common are granites and schists. 
Ifthe bedrock is old and decomposing with lots of cracks, all the 
better. The gold will become trapped in the cracks. There is one 
area that I hunt quite frequently where the bedrock is caliche. 
This is a whitish conglomerate that is not really a rock as you 
might think of it. It will remind you of a cement-like material 
with rocks in it. Usually, caliche is a false bedrock with something 
more solid under it. But in some areas, if the gold was laid 
down after the caliche, then the caliche will stop the gold and 
become the effective bedrock for that area. Be aware that caliche 
can become fairly soft after a good soaking, and gold can actually 
work its’ way down into the caliche. I have personally dug as 
deep as 8 inches to recover nuggets in caliche that was as hard as 
cement. 


Another thing to watch out for where bedrock is concerned 
is a trick that decomposing schist will play on you. The schist is 
relatively soft and full of cracks. Gold can become trapped in a 
crack and then heavy rocks can be rolled over the crack by a 
stream or erosion on a hillside and sort of mush the top of the 
crack until it doesn’t look like there is a crack there. If you get a 
good signal in these types of places, take the time to break apart 
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the bedrock. You may be very pleasantly surprised at what you 
find. 


Quartz 

You will no doubt soon discover that gold and quartz are 
nearly inseparable. It is fairly common to find quartz without 
gold, but nearly impossible to find gold without quartz. For this 
reason, you should always be on the lookout for quartz in gold 
bearing areas. In some areas it is scattered around everywhere. 
In others, you will only find it in isolated areas. If you find a 
quartz outcrop with a ‘river of quartz’ running down the hill, it 
is usually worth a little detecting time. Especially if it is the 
right type of quartz. 


Most people are familiar with white quartz, and it is very 
pretty when it has gold stringers running through it. However, 
most gold bearing quartz is stained by iron and other minerals 
that the gold usually ‘forms’ with. It can range in color from 
pink to purple to root beer brown. This quartz can be fairly 
rotten and crumbly with little pockets in it. When you find this 
type of quartz in a gold bearing area, slow down and hunt that 
immediate area thoroughly. Chances are good that there is gold 
nearby. 


Specific Locations 


Around Waterways 

Gold bearing rivers and streams are usually not the best places 
to hunt for nuggets with a metal detector. Most of the better 
gold is under who knows how many feet of water and overburden. 
However, there are nuggets to be found in these areas if one 
knows when and where to look. 
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First the when. Many of the gold bearing waterways have 
less flow and are therefore lower in the summer. This is especially 
true of the smaller tributaries. In desert or semi-desert areas, or 
in particularly arid years, they may dry up altogether. These are 
good times to hunt these waterways with a metal detector. Ifa 
waterway happens to be below a man-made dam, there are bound 
to be times when they are releasing less water, which will lower 
the water level. The more of the stream or river that you have 
access to, the better your chances of finding nuggets. 


After a flood is also a good time to hunt these waterways. 
The fast moving water will often move the gold around. Also, 
there is usually considerable erosion associated with flooding 
and this can move new gold into the waterway. 


Now the where. The first place I would check is areas of 
exposed bedrock. Ifthe bedrock is worn smooth with no cracks, 
you are probably wasting your time. If it has a lot of cracks, and 
especially if they run perpendicular to the flow of the water, 
then you have found some good bedrock to hunt. Especially 
look for cracks that are impacted with gravel that looks like it 
has been there forever. There are many people who engage in 
an activity called sniping. This usually involves the use of diving 
gear and tools to clean out the cracks in bedrock. If the material 
in the cracks looks like it was just deposited, that crack has 
probably already been cleaned out. The harder you have to work 
to pry the gravel and sand out of the crack, the better the odds 
that you are the first to do so. 


Make sure that you check any trees with exposed roots near 
the edges of the stream. The roots will occasionally trap nuggets. 
Likewise, look for any really large boulders that look like they 
haven’t moved for a long time. If the boulder is resting on gravel, 
the gravel on the downstream side is especially worth checking. 
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If you can get to bedrock there, so much the better. If there are 
unworked cracks on the downstream side, you may have just 
found your own small gold mine. Please be extremely careful 
and make sure that you don’t undermine the boulder so much 
that it rolls over on you. You wouldn’t be the first to make this 
possibly fatal mistake. 


Bench Deposits 

Asa stream or river cuts it’s way into a canyon, it occasionally 
changes course. The deserted parts of the stream bed can then 
become stranded on the sides of the canyon as the stream 
continues to cut it's way downward. These are called bench 
deposits and are often worth hunting with a metal detector. They 
can be identified by the well rounded rocks and boulders that 
made up the bed of the stream. Although nuggets can be 
anywhere in these deposits, they are usually at or near the bottom. 
These bench deposits can be especially good if they were on the 
inside bend of the stream. If you start finding black sand and/or 
coldstones, you are hunting the best part of the stream bed. Since 
those materials are also fairly heavy, they make up part of the 
‘paystreak’. Ifthere is gold present, it will most likely be nearby. 


Gravel Bars 

Gold has a tendency to deposit on the inside bends of any 
waterway, so any gravel bars on the inside bends are worth 
checking out, especially after a flood. Floodwaters tend to churn 
up the stream bed and the gold can be left anywhere in the gravel 
layer when the flood subsides. Because of the continual action 
of the water, the gold will eventually find it’s way back down to 
bedrock. 
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Tailings Piles 

Anytime that you are in an area where drywashers were used, 
you will find three types of tailings piles. It is very important for 
you to be able to recognize these, as they can all contain nuggets. 


The three types of tailings are the coarse, fine and overburden 
piles. For those of you who are unfamiliar with drywashers, a 
brief discussion of a drywashing operation will probably help 
you to understand the different types of piles and the gold they 
may contain. 


A drywasher is a device that uses air to move the gold bearing 
gravel across riffles which are designed to separate the heavier 
gold from the rest of the material. Since all of that dirt must be 
shoveled into the machine, most people don’t want to try to 
process the entire wash bottom. They would first go in and 
quickly remove the top layer of sand and gravel from the wash. 
This material is thrown up on the sides of the wash and is called 
the overburden. Since we know that gold can occur anywhere in 
a desert wash, these overburden piles can and often do contain 
nuggets. Sometimes lots of them. I have personally found as 
large as 1.5 oz. nuggets in overburden piles. 


Through time, erosion can make these overburden piles very 
hard to distinguish. There is no substitute for experience in the 
field to help you recognize them. If you think that what you are 
looking at might be an overburden pile, hunt it for a little while. 
Overburden piles almost always contain some trash left by the 
miners. You will often find nails, bits of wire, tin cans and other 
assorted junk to help you distinguish the overburden piles from 
the rest of the hillside. 


If these piles are very large and you find gold in them, it 
would probably be worth your time to rake them down and hunt 
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them again. The gold is usually near the top of these piles, but 
there are exceptions to every rule! The reason that the gold is 
usually near the top of the pile is because the material on top of 
the pile was the last to come out of the wash. It was therefore 
deeper and closer to the bedrock and more likely to contain gold. 


Back to the drywasher. Now that they have the overburden 
out of the way, the miners start breaking up the pay layer and 
shoveling it into the drywashing machine. In order to operate 
most effectively, the drywasher must have fairly fine material to 
process. The air from the bellows cannot move very large pieces 
of gravel across the riffles. Therefore, the drywasher was 
equipped with what is known as a classifier. This usually 
consisted of a piece of 1/4 inch screen which they shoveled the 
gravel onto. The material under 1/4 inch in size would drop 
through into the machine to be processed. The larger material 
would fall off the back and create the coarse tailings pile. 
Obviously, any nuggets over 1/4 inch in size would drop into 
these piles along with the oversize gravel. You are probably 
wondering why the miners didn’t grab the nuggets when they 
saw them slide off the screen. There are 3 main reason for this. 


First, they needed to process as much material as possible in 
a day. Having someone check the gravel coming off the screen 
would slow the operation down too much. Also, if you have 
ever watched a drywashing operation, there is dirt and gravel 
flying everywhere, all surrounded by a thick cloud of dust. Trying 
to spot nuggets through all of that would be nearly impossible. 


Second, many dry placer nuggets are unrecognizable until 
they are cleaned up. They can be covered in a layer of caliche or 
red dirt, or they can be inside a clump of dirt that wasn’t properly 
broken up. Whatever the reason, most nuggets were nearly 
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impossible to identify without handling every piece of gravel 
coming off the classifier. 


Third, most dry placer areas were drywashed during the 
summer when the soil was the driest. It is nearly impossible to 
separate gold from damp or wet soil with a drywasher. Now in 
the summer, most of these areas get extremely hot, way too hot 
to be out shoveling dirt all day. For that reason, much of the 
drywashing was done at night. Even with artificial light, this 
situation would make it much harder to identify gold nuggets 
falling off the classifying screen. 


For these reasons, you should always hunt the coarse tailings 
piles. If they are very large, rake them down and hunt them 
again. There have been nuggets found in coarse tailings piles 
that would make any nugget hunter drool. 


Now we get to the last type of tailings pile. The material 
that passed through the classifier would drop onto the riffle board. 
The riffle board was tilted and the air from the bellows would 
move the material across the riffles. In theory, the riffles trapped 
the gold and the rest of the material would fall off the end creating 
the fine tailings pile. 


However, setting up a drywasher is somewhat of a science. 
The riffle design, degree of slope of the riffle board, and the 
speed and volume of the air all had to be balanced correctly for 
maximum performance. Add to that the fact that the soil was 
seldom totally dry or completely broken up and it’s not hard to 
see how you can end up with some small nuggets in the fine 
tailings piles. 


Actually, I have found quite a bit of gold in them, up to 14 
grain pieces. I like to hunt the fine tailings piles first. They act 
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as a fairly reliable gauge as to whether that particular gulch has 
nuggets or not. The only prerequisite is that you are using a 
machine capable of finding nuggets down to a fraction ofa grain 
among the black sand and tiny coldstones that are so common in 
fine tailings piles. The magnetic rake described elsewhere in 
this book can render these piles much easier to hunt. With the 
new rare earth super magnets, even a single magnet can do a 
good job of cleaning up a fine tailings pile. 


The coarse tailings piles are usually the easiest to identify. 
They seem to stand up to mother nature the longest. When you 
find them, know that the other two types of tailings piles are (or 
were) there also. The fine tailings piles are usually adjacent to 
and often overlapping the coarse piles, depending upon the size 
of the machine and how long they ran it in each location. If the 
drywashing was done in a gulch, there will most likely be some 
overburden piles along the sides. This will let you know that the 
fine and coarse piles were left in the wash to be re-distributed by 
Mother Nature. Always hunt the bottoms of those washes for 
the big nuggets that were in the coarse piles. 


Learn to identify these three different types of tailings piles 
and your ‘catch’ is almost guaranteed to go up. 


Check Other Peoples Holes 

The best way to make this point is with a couple of true 
stories. I hope you will find them not only entertaining, but 
instructional as well. 


I was hunting down a dry gully in Northern Arizona and 
came to some old drywasher tailings. In the side of one 4' high 
coarse tailings pile was a large hole someone had dug into the 
side of the pile. At the base of the pile directly under the hole 
was an old rusty can that had obviously been buried for some 
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time. I moved the can and started hunting the pile. I checked the 
whole pile without finding anything and was about to move on 
when I decided to check the dig hole. This was back in the days 
before I made a habit of this. I got a fairly nice signal in the 
hole, and although I figured that it was a piece of rusty metal 
from the can, I started digging. Imagine my frustration when the 
signal seemed to get quieter. Assuming that the target was 
working it’s way down through the course rocks of the pile, I 
started digging in earnest, only to have the target disappear 
altogether. The original hole had gone into the 

side of the pile like a horizontal mine shaft. 
Tt wasn’t until I waved my coil up near 
the top of it again that I figured out 
what was going on and recovered 
my target. The 90 grain nugget 
had been in the roof of their 
hole! They had probably given up after finding the can. 







NUGGET 


Another time in the same area, in a small gulch that had 
been drywashed, I came across a dig hole with a rusty tobacco 
can lying next to it. I moved the can and checked the hole. 
(Having previously learned my lesson.) I received a faint signal 
and after removing a few more inches of dirt, found a nice 10 
grain nugget. This find prompted me to slow down even more 
and thoroughly check out the area. I got a really faint signal 
about 10' away and after more than 12" of digging, recovered a 
beautiful 5/8 oz. nugget. Had I not found the first nugget under 
the can, I doubt that I would have caught the extremely faint 
signal of the second nugget. 


The last incident I want to tell you about happened in 
southern Nevada. I discovered a gulch that had been drywashed 
a long time ago. Someone had beaten me to it, and from the 
amount of dig holes, had done quite well. Whoever this person 
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was, they didn’t pick up or move their trash. About 2/3 of their 
holes still had a piece of metal trash lying in the bottom of them. 
The rest were empty and I had to assume they had contained 
valuable finds. 


I hunted the remaining areas and found one nugget of about 
1/4 oz. and a couple of very small ones. Then I decided to go 
back and remove all of the previous hunters’ trash and check the 
area around his holes. 


At one point, I checked a rather large hole on top of a very 
large overburden pile. I got a real 'boomer' of a signal, and after 
removing a little sand and silt, found half of a badly rusted 
horseshoe. After removing my find, I rechecked the hole and 
got another boomer signal. The other half of the horseshoe, 
right? How about a | 1/2 oz. nugget! Altogether, I found almost 
2 1/2 oz. of nuggets in and around the other persons dig 
holes....’nuff said. 


Check Under and Around Trash 

Almost in the same vein (pun intended) is this section on 
checking under and around trash. I can’t tell you how many 
times I have waded through a pile of trash and then found a nice 
nugget. Be it boot tacks, deteriorating screen, square nails, or 
what have you, if you are in a decent gold-bearing area and find 
a spot like this, hunt it out! 


I know that it is slow, tedious work that can often go 
unrewarded, but if the area you are in has been hunted previously, 
look at these spots as virgin ground. Few people have the patience 
to hunt through the junk. I must admit that I have to be in the 
right mood to go through a really bad area. But the rewards... A 
few of years back, I spent about half an hour in one spot at the 
edge ofa dry gulch removing square nail after square nail. About 
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the 10th signal I dug up was heavy yellow metal and weighed 
over 5/8 oz! 


Don’t Bypass the Obvious 

Ihave found some really nice (1 0z+) nuggets in well hunted 
areas right next to the road. Granted, in general, the best hunting 
will be in areas that don’t get pounded. But with everybody out 
looking for and hunting those areas, a lot of places near the road 
get overlooked. Sometimes, in well hunted areas, all that is 
needed is to move one obvious piece of trash that nobody else 
ever moved because “Surely somebody else has already done 
that, right?”. Or you can go to the trouble to duck down and 
check under that one troublesome branch of that tree that everyone 
has hunted around. Or roll a rock, or climb a little steep spot, or 
move those small tailings piles. Occasionally you can find virgin 
ground under the piles. They had to set up the machine 
somewhere when they first started it. 


Anyway, I hope you are starting to get the picture. Don’t 
give up on areas because someone beat you to it. If there is any 
trash or targets around at all, there will be some gold left. 
Sometimes, lots of it. The only kinds of places where I don’t 
spend a lot of time are areas where a real pro has already been 
there and done a thorough job of it. How do you know these 
areas? Easy. You can’t even buy a signal. But even then, 
remember this: Nobody ever gets it all. 
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Pinpointing and Digging 


Now that you are operating your detector properly in a gold 
bearing area, what do you do when you get a signal? The simple 
and obvious answer of “Dig it up.” might get you a scratched or 
otherwise damaged nugget. If the nugget is very small, it may 
simply get lost again. 


There is an art to recovering targets quickly and with 
minimum risk as far as damage to the nugget is concerned. Gold 
is very soft, and if you scrape it with your digging tool, it will 
probably be damaged and lose value in the process. If you move 
too much dirt around, a very small piece of gold can simply get 
lost in the shuffle. I have seen this happen much too often, 
especially with enthusiastic beginners. The techniques presented 
here will help you to recover your targets quickly and with a 
minimum risk of damage or loss. 
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The first step after receiving a signal is to pinpoint the target’s 
location as precisely as possible. There are three main methods 
of doing this, and everyone will eventually end up with their 
own version of one or more of these. 


The first method can only be done with a machine that has 
an all metal non-motion or pinpoint mode. In this mode, you 
can hold the coil over the target and the machine will give the 
loudest signal when the target is centered under the coil. If this 
sounds too simple, you’re right, and there is a catch. Ifthe target 
is very large, the machine will ‘pinpoint’ an area ranging from 
several square inches up to a square foot or more. Anywhere in 
that area will sound pretty much the same. This will not do 
since we would like to know the target’s location within an inch 
or less. 


What we use now is technique known as de-sensitizing or 
de-tuning the machine. Hold the coil several inches over the 
target and push the reset button. This will set the threshold back 
to a reasonable level and allow you to pinpoint more precisely. 
Then move the coil a little closer to the target and push the reset 
again. Again the threshold will be reset allowing you to pinpoint 
even more precisely. Continue doing this until the machine will 
allow you to pinpoint within an inch or so. Either eyeball or 
physically mark the spot and you are ready to begin moving 
some dirt. 


The second method can be used with either motion or non- 
motion machines and is known as X-ing. This involves nothing 
more than sweeping across the target from two different directions 
that are 90 degrees to each other. If your searchcoil is of the 
round concentric design, you can do this standing in one spot by 
moving side to side and front to back. The round concentric coil 
puts out a signal shaped like an inverted cone and will work 
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equally well no matter which way it is swept. If your machine 
has either an elliptical or round double D coil, you should always 
sweep side to side, so you will need to move your position in 
order to make sweeps perpendicular to the original. 


As an example, let’s say you happen to be facing north when 
you find the target. First, sweep back and forth across the target 
and either eyeball or mark where the centerline of the coil is 
when the signal is the loudest. Then move around so that you 
are facing the target from either the east or west and again eyeball 
or mark the centerline at the loudest point of the swing. Where 
the two lines cross should be very close to the location of your 
target. 


Make a line with your 
toe at the se point. 
ee T 


hen turn 90° 
and do it again. 


Pinpointing by X-ing a Target 


The third method will also work with either type of machine. 
When you find a target, you start sweeping back and forth 
listening for the loudest point in the sweep. Then, as you continue 
the side to side sweeping, you also move forward and backward, 
again listening for the loudest point in the sweep. I need to 
emphasize that you don’t stop the side to side sweeping as you 
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move forward and backward. Remember that these machines 
need to be moved side to side for best results. You can usually 
eyeball some little rock or bit of debris on the surface that 
coincides with the loudest point of the sweep. That should be 
very close to the center of your target. This is probably the 
simplest method that will work with motion machines and is the 
method that I use most often. Ifthe mineralization or the target 
itself is making pinpointing with this method very difficult, then 
you may have to resort to X-ing. 


Note that none of these methods will tell you how deep your 
target is. Even the coin machines that give depth readings will 
not tell you the depth of nuggets reliably. That is because coin 
machines are calibrated to coin sized and shaped objects. Since 
nuggets can come in any size and shape that you can imagine, 
you won’t get an accurate reading. 


Sometimes you can tell the approximate depth of a nugget 
by how the signal sounds, but even this can be deceiving. A 
shallow small nugget can sound very much like a larger deep 
nugget. 


Now that we have the target pinpointed, it is time to start 
moving some dirt. If the target is fairly loud and you are sure 
that you won’t lose it, then you are probably safe in removing 
several inches of dirt. A little care must be given to how you do 
this. There are two things that you want to avoid. Don't scrape 
just a fraction of an inch at a time and don't dig straight down on 
top of the target. These are almost guaranteed to get you a 
scratched nugget if it has any size at all. 


Start several inches in back of where the target is and take 
enough of a bite with the digging tool that you move quite a bit 


of dirt out at once. The reasoning is simple. You want the nugget 


110 


Target Recovery Techniques 


to be physically moved out of the hole by the dirt and not the 
tool itself. The dirt won’t scratch a nugget like a steel tool can. 


If the target is very faint, it is either very small or very deep. 
In this case you want to move very little dirt at first. A tiny 
nugget can easily get lost amongst the mineralization if you move 
too much dirt at a time. 


I usually start on really faint targets by just scraping any 
loose stones out of the way with the edge of my boot. This does 
two things. If the signal was a faint surface hot rock, it is now 
gone and I can get back to hunting. Gold is hard to scrape around 
on the surface, and seldom occurs there anyway, so you aren’t 
likely to lose a nugget at this stage. The second thing is that I 
can now get my coil even closer to the ground. With really 
small targets, fractions of an inch can make a noticeable difference 
in the volume of the sound. 


Ifthe target is still there, then it wasn’t a surface hot rock. If 
it is a near surface nugget, it should be slightly louder now that 
you are a little closer to it. If it is a really deep nugget, the 
change in volume may not be noticeable yet. 


The next step is to remove about 1/2 inch of dirt. I use my 
boot or a digging tool depending on how hard the ground is. 
The important point is to remove the dirt in such a way as to 
create a rounded depression that you can get the coil into. You 
also want the depression to slope smoothly instead of having 
sharp sides. A hole with sharp sides can create a signal of its 
own. The more mineralized the ground, the worse this false signal 
tends to be. This is not something you need when the signal you 
are chasing is faint and hard to hear in the first place. 
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If you are tuned a little on the warm side, the ground itself 
will make a signal if you move the coil towards it too quickly. 
That is exactly what will happen if your hole has sharp edges 
and you try to drop the coil into it as you sweep across. If the 
hole is more of a depression, you can follow the contours with 
your coil and not get any extra noise from the ground or the 
edges of the hole. This can be so very important when the signal 
is faint to begin with. 


Remember, you only want to take out a little dirt at a time. 
1/2 inch is about right. I’ve seen tiny nuggets get ‘re-lost’ many, 
many times. When it comes to digging up small targets, the 
word I keep stressing to my students is finesse. 


HARD TO FOLLOW CONTOURS 
AND GET A GOOD ‘LISTEN’. MUCH BETTER. 





PROPER EXCAVATION METHODS. 


Let’s get back to the target. If the signal is no longer in the 
hole, then you can assume that it is in the small pile of dirt that 
you just removed. We will deal with separating the target from 
the dirt in just a moment. If the signal is still in the ground, 
begin repeating the last step, removing about 1/2 inch at a time. 
At some point, the target will either have to come out of the 
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ground or get loud enough that you are no longer in danger of 
losing it. Ifthat happens, you can proceed as in the first example 
of a louder target. 


If the target is small and you end up taking small amounts of 
dirt out of the hole at a time, don’t put all that dirt in one pile. 
Otherwise you will have to deal with almost all of it when the 
target does comes out of the hole. Instead, move each little pile 
out of your way before you remove the next one from the hole. 
That way you will only have one small pile to deal with when 
you separate the target from the dirt. This will also prevent the 
unpleasant circumstance of shoving that small target into the 
very bottom of the pile you have just created, which means you 
get to start over. 


So hopefully at this point you have a target sitting somewhere 
in a little pile of dirt next to the hole. Ifthe target is large enough, 
you can do this next step with just your hands. If you have one 
of the newer machines that will actually give a signal on your 
hand, then depending on the size of the target you might need a 
container to use for the separation process. Please see the section 
on 'The Cup' in the 'Tools' chapter for a discussion of these 
important accessories. 


The procedure is basically the same whether you are using a 
container or your hand. First, remove all metal jewelry from 
your hands and wrists! Then, pinpoint where the target is in the 
pile. Next, grab a handful of dirt or scoop it into a cup and check 
the pile with the detector to see if you have the target in hand. If 
the target is still in the pile, set the dirt in your hand aside and try 
again. On the chance that there are two targets together, (don’t 
laugh, it happens!) don’t throw away the dirt in your hand. Just 
set it aside to be rechecked after you finish your present task. 
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Once you have the target in your hand, lay your detector on 
the ground so that you have easy access to the coil. Then, put 
half the dirt either in your other hand or the cup and pass that 
over the coil. Set aside the half without the target and repeat the 
halving process. In less time than it takes to read about it, you 
should have a very small amount of dirt with a signal in it. 


Giving the cup a good shake before starting this step will 
usually send the heavier gold to the bottom making it easier to 
hear as you pass it over the coil. Also, note that it doesn’t make 
any difference which side of the coil you use. All of the machines 
that I am familiar with put out a signal above as well as below 
the coil. The only difference is that if you use the top, the pole 
and mounting ears may keep you from getting real close for those 
really tiny nuggets. How tiny is tiny? I’ve found nuggets (flakes) 
down to less than 1/10 ofa grain. They will fit inside the hole in 
the letter “o”. That’s tiny! 


If the target has any size to it, you should be able to see it if 
you spread the dirt around. If you still can’t identify it, put the 
dirt and target in one of your hands and gently blow straight 
down on it. The dirt and dust will easily blow away leaving the 
nugget laying in the palm of your hand. This works well with 
almost any type of solid metal if the dirt is dry and fairly fine. 


Small iron targets can be very hard to visually identify , but 
yield quickly to a magnet, especially the new breed of rare earth 
super magnets. 


I should warn you that some gold can be very hard to visually 
identify due to being coated with any of various substances. If 
you don’t know what a target is, don’t throw it away until you 
have a chance to examine it more carefully. See the chapter on 
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‘Cleaning Your Gold' for more information on getting a better 
look at your target. 


Working Bedrock 


The above instructions will work pretty well whether you 
are hunting hillsides, gulch bottoms or anywhere in between. 
Where they won’t work so well is in bedrock areas. Bedrock 
can be hard granite in a stream, schist on a hillside, or even a 
layer of caliche. If you are hunting the rock layer that stopped 
the gold, then for our purposes, it can be considered bedrock. 


You will basically get into 2 different types of bedrock, hard 
and decomposing. As long as the bedrock has some sort of 
irregularities to hold the gold, such as cracks or potholes, then it 
is probably worth hunting. It would be most unusual to find 
gold on smooth bedrock, especially in a watercourse where it is 
polished like a slide. The two basic types of bedrock require 
slightly different techniques for extracting targets. Decomposing 
bedrock is the easiest, so let’s cover that first. 


For our purposes, I am going to define decomposing bedrock 
as bedrock that can be easily worked with simple hand tools. 
Here are a couple of examples. Schist can range anywhere from 
well fractured to almost the consistency of clay. Granite can 
also be well fractured and I have seen decomposed granite that 
was little more than piles of sand. Other varieties of rock can 
decompose to the point that chunks can be lifted out with the 
fingers. If it doesn’t require more than a simple rock hammer or 
a sturdy screwdriver and hammer, then we can consider the 
bedrock decomposed for our purposes. 


The biggest problem that you will run into in recovering 
targets from these materials is when you remove a chunk of rock 
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and the target drops down into the hole you just created. Gold is 
heavy and nuggets in vertical cracks have a nasty habit of doing 
this with disconcerting regularity. If it was a small target, you 
may not even be able to hear it now. Unfortunately, there is no 
easy way to prevent this from happening. However, a little care 
and finesse go a long way. Let’s discuss a few techniques that 
can help get these nuggets out of the ground with a minimum of 
frustration. 


First of all, precise pinpointing is extremely important. You 
need to know just which little crack the target is in. If it is 
necessary to use tools for prying, etc., you don’t want to be using 
the nugget for leverage. Talk about scratched and mangled! 


After you have the target pinpointed, do a little test prying 
and wiggling. Try to get an idea of what is really stuck and what 
may be easily moved or removed. This is where the right tool 
can really help. For a prying tool, I like a stout blade type 
screwdriver with the shank going clear through the handle. When 
you hammer on the back of these you are hammering on the 
metal shank instead of the plastic handle. They last a lot longer 
that way. Depending on how decomposed the rock is, you may 
be able to just pound your prying tool into another crack an inch 
or two from the target and lever out the whole area containing 
the target. Most badly decomposed schist will allow this. 


If the rock is well fractured, you can usually loosen a piece 
or two near the target and work them out like a loose tooth. 
Often there is dirt stuck to the sides of these and it is important 
to try and keep this dirt intact as you remove these pieces. There 
is always a good chance that the target will come out in that dirt. 
After you pull these pieces of rock out, check them with your 
detector to see if you got lucky. If not, check the hole to see if 
the target has moved. If you can’t hear the target in the hole 
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either, then first check the immediate area in case the target fell 
off of one of the pieces as you pulled it out. If the target can’t be 
located there, then you must assume that it fell deeper into the 
bedrock when you pulled the piece loose. Don’t panic yet. All 
is not lost. This is where having the right tools can save the day. 


There are four other tools that I never hunt bedrock without. 
These are a soft bristle toothbrush, a sturdy tablespoon, a straw 
or tube of some type, and a pair of long narrow tweezers. I made 
my tube out of a hollow aluminum arrow shaft. 


Before you start using these tools, you may want to remove 
a couple more pieces of the bedrock. This will give you a little 
more room to work down in the hole. Check everything that 
comes out of the hole and check the hole again. Sometimes a 
nugget will be on edge and impossible to hear until you move 
something and it ends up laying flat. You can usually hear them 
an inch or two deeper when they are laying flat. 


Using the toothbrush and the spoon, try to get as much loose 
material out of the bottom and sides of the hole as you can. 
Bend the handle of the spoon if need be to get it to fit. Use them 
just like a broom and a dustpan. Don’t get overzealous with the 
toothbrush. A small nugget can be sent flying if you try to put 
too much horsepower behind the bristles. Put all the dirt in a 
little pile and check it occasionally as you work. There is a good 
chance that you will recover your nugget during this process. 


If that fails, then it is time to use the tube. Gently blow 
straight down into the hole. You will have to experiment with 
how close to put the end of the tube to the dirt. Some moves 
easily, some needs more encouragement. You only want to blow 
hard enough to move the dust out of the hole. Quite often, this 
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will leave the nugget laying exposed in the bottom. Then use 
the tweezers to gently pick it up. 


Sometime during all this, you should recover your target. 
Getting small nuggets out of this type of bedrock can be a 
challenge. It takes patience and persistence. It can be done if 
you will be methodical and remember the word “finesse”. 


Working cracks in hard bedrock is a whole 'nother ball game. 
Usually there is at least some gravel or sand in these cracks along 
with the target. The cracks can range from hairline to a foot or 
more across. The more impacted the gravels, the less chance 
that someone else has worked that crack before you and the better 
the chance that the target is heavy yellow metal. This is the type 
of bedrock that you will usually end up hunting if you are working 
streams or rivers that carry water at least part of the year. The 
wider the crack, the easier it is to recover your target....usually. 


Along with the previously mentioned tools, there are a couple 
of specialized tools for working this type of bedrock. These are 
a crevice tool and either a crack hammer or a drill hammer and 
cold chisel. 


The crack hammer is known by various names depending 
on who makes it. It consists of a hollow steel weight that slides 
along a round steel shaft with a cold chisel mounted on the end 
of it. You set the chisel in the crack or on the cemented gravels 
and then forcefully slide the weight down toward the chisel end. 
When the slide hits the stop, it is like hitting the rod with a sledge 
hammer. Something usually gives. Due to the nature of hard 
bedrock, you will seldom be able to actually widen a crack with 
this tool, but you should be able to break loose the material in 
the crack. 
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The crevice tool is a piece of flattened steel with a hook on 
one end and a handle on the other. It looks rather like a machete 
with the end shaped like a fishhook. It is helpful for hooking 
rocks and other material out of cracks. For smaller cracks, you 
might want to make a smaller version of this tool out of a small 
screwdriver, wire or scrap steel. 


Removing a target from this type of bedrock involves some 
of the same finesse that I know I keep harping on. Once you 
have chased gold nuggets for a while, you will understand why 
I do this. 


If the crack is wide enough to have dirt and gravel in it, the 
procedure is fairly straightforward. Using either your crack 
hammer or drill hammer and cold chisel, you loosen the material 
in the crack so that you can remove it with the crevice tools, 
trowel, spoon and toothbrush, or whatever seems appropriate. 
Sooner or later the target will come out with some of that material. 
Keep checking the material as you remove it so that you don’t 
spend a lot of time digging when the target is already out of the 
crack. 


Always re-check the crack after you remove and identify 
your target. It is not at all unusual to find two or more nuggets in 
the same crack. If the crack hasn’t been tampered with before, 
you might just be amazed how much gold can be in it. If the 
watercourse is a good one and the crack lies across the paystreak, 
stand by for action. Film at 11:00. 


If the crack is just a hairline fracture, you may have to risk 
damage to the nugget in order to enlarge the crack enough to 
free the target. The first thing to do is use the toothbrush to 
clean the surface of the crack. You may just find a bright little 
nugget sitting there winking at you. Gold is seldom very deep in 
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tiny fractures in hard bedrock. If you can’t see it right on top, it 
won’t be far. A little judicious use of the hammer and chisel will 
usually do the trick. 


Remember, a methodical approach, some persistence, 
patience and finesse will get the job done when it comes to 
recovering targets. Trying to hurry will usually end up costing 
you time and/or money. Even if the signal is really loud, take a 
little care removing it. You can easily halve the value of a special 
nugget by putting a big scratch in it. This doesn’t mean you 
need to go slowly, just carefully. 
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Patches 


There are very few things more satisfying than finding a 
nugget patch and working it out. Some patches may only yielda 
few small nuggets and some may yield ounces or even pounds 
of gold. Most of the patches that I have found or heard about 
here in the States usually range from a half dozen small nuggets 
to well over a hundred with total weight ranging from a few 
grains up to maybe a pound or more. When you start talking 
about exotic places like Australia, the sky is the limit. Patches 
measured in the ounces are fairly common there, and some have 
yielded several hundred ounces. 


For our purposes, although patches are usually found on flats 
or hillsides, anywhere that you have found a concentration of 
nuggets can be considered a patch. River bedrock is about the 
only place where the following techniques might not apply. 
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Gridding is one of several techniques used to get as much 
gold as possible out of a patch. It involves nothing more than 
systematically hunting the patch from two different directions that 
are 90 degrees to each other. The how is easy, here is the why. 


This goes back to our old friend mineralization. Deep or 
small nuggets can be partially or completely masked out by 
mineralization. Approaching that same nugget from a different 
direction may allow you to hear it. Also, the angle that the nugget 
is laying in the ground can make it easier to hear from one 
direction than another. For this reason, patches should be hunted 
from at least 2 different directions. 


In order to cover the patch completely and make sure that 
you don’t miss any spots, it will probably be necessary to mark 
it off in some way, at least while you are learning how to do it. 
There are a couple of commonly used techniques to accomplish 
this. 


The first is to mark as you hunt. This may amount to nothing 
more than dragging your feet as you move along so that you can 
see where you have been. However, if the ground is hard and/or 
abrasive, this can be a little hard on the boots. 


In this case, a technique developed in Australia called 
chaining may be the answer. This involves dragging a short 
chunk of fairly heavy chain on a length of rope behind you. The 
chain will leave a drag mark in all but the hardest ground, allowing 
you to hunt without working some of the patch twice and missing 
other parts. 
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The second common method is to simply grid off the patch 
using either string or by making lines on the ground with a branch 
or stick. You should make the lines either the same width apart 
as your sweep or twice the width, depending on how you feel 
most comfortable following the lines. 


I must admit that despite my own good advice, I don't usually 
mark my patches physically. However, I work them hard enough 
that I end up being ona first name basis with most rocks and bushes 
in the area. It's not hard to know what you have covered and what 
you haven't when you know an area intimately. Ifyou are working 
a patch properly, you'll find that physically marking it out is a bit 
like training wheels. It's a very good learning tool which you will 
probably outgrow. 


Careful Overlapping 


When you are working a patch, you have a spot with known 
nuggets. Make sure that you cover the ground thoroughly to get 
all that you can. This means hunting carefully and especially 
overlapping. You will probably want to overlap even more than 
you normally do. Give your detector every opportunity to find 
the gold for you. 


At it's deepest, the signal from your detector may only be the 
size of a golf ball, much smaller than the sweet spot. In order to 
get complete coverage at that depth, you should only move your 
loop forward an inch or two on each sweep. More than that and 
you can miss those really deep targets. 


You should also know that on any size nugget, if it is at the 
maximum depth at which your machine will detect it, you will 
only pick it up in the very center of your loop. Again, we are 
talking about an area roughly the size of a golf ball. So for any 
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size nuggets, if they are at maximum depth, you need to really be 
overlapping your sweeps. 


Hunting this way all the time would be unreasonable. You 
wouldn't cover much ground in a day. Most of the time, we are 
just looking for that one tell-tale nugget to let us know that there 
is a patch present. 


Remove Surface Clutter 


If you have a good patch going and it isn’t too awfully large, 
take some time to remove the surface clutter. Sometimes, all 
this amounts to is kicking a few rocks or limbs out of the way. If 
there is a lot of ground litter, you can use a rake or hoe to remove 
most of the rocks and brush that are preventing you from keeping 
that coil as close to the ground as possible. If you are working a 
large patch, and it's legal, you might consider using a blade attached 
to either a vehicle or tractor to scrape the surface debris away. 


Scraping 


While we are on the subject of scraping, there is another 
valuable technique to use on a patch after you have all the gold 
that you can find. If you are not yet to bedrock, scrape off three 
to four inches of dirt and start over. Each time you scrape, you 
will get closer to nuggets that were just out ofreach before. Keep 
scraping and detecting until you run out of nuggets or hit bedrock. 
Ifyou are on private land or someone elses claim, make sure that 
you have permission before you start using power equipment. 
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If you are hunting someplace where you are not allowed to 
scrape your patch, there are still a couple of ways that you might 
be able to coax a few more nuggets out of the ground. 


For starters, you might try different sensitivity and ground 
balance settings. The ground is not homogenous, and changing 
settings may let you hear a nugget that you missed before because 
you weren’t set up just right for that one particular little piece of 
soil. 


If there are different coil sizes available for your particular 
machine, try them all out on the patch. Each coil tends to have 
a ‘specialty’ and changing coils will almost always produce some 
extra nuggets. 


Along the same lines, if you own more than one brand of 
machine, try switching. Some machines handle different soil 
types better than others, and some find small surface stuff better 
while others find large deep stuff better. 


I think that the folks who use the new ultra deep seeking pulse 
machines for their primary unit are making a mistake. These 
machines are not the best at small surface stuff, which is most of 
the gold. It has also been shown that they can miss some of the 
loose and spongy gold. I have a friend with a mason jar full of 
nuggets, some sizeable, that the pulse machines blissfully ignore. 
Using a standard VLF machine like the Goldmaster for your 
primary unit will let you find the patches easier, and clean out 
most of the gold without breaking your back using a heavy pulse 
machine. Establish the general boundaries of the patch and then 
go back and search it again with the pulse machine to see if there 
is any larger deep gold still in there. 
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Pieter Heydelaar said, “You never leave gold to go find gold.” 
He is soright. When you find a patch, say a brief prayer of thanks 
and get to work. Patches are few and far between. Enjoy what you 
have and count yourself lucky. Work it every way that you can 
think of to get all the gold possible out of it. If you leave it before 
itis done producing, someone like me will see your previous work 
and decide to check it out. I have personally found a lot ofnuggets 
in “worked out patches”. I’m not the only one. Wouldn’t you 
rather keep those nuggets for yourself? 
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Although some of these tools have been briefly mentioned 
in other chapters, they rightly deserve their own place. Having 
the right tool for the job is of paramount importance when it 
comes to doing a good job with the least amount of effort and 
frustration. 


Headphones 


I have two pieces of advice when it comes to headphones: 
always use them and get the very best that you can afford. No 
other single accessory can make such a difference when it comes 
to successful nugget hunting. A pair of quality headphones will 
really make your machine come alive. You will be able to hear 
those subtle nuances in sound that can mean extra gold in your 
pouch at the end of the day. 
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The best way I know to insure that a pair of headphones you 
may consider purchasing will perform adequately is to read the 
specifications. In particular, you are looking for headphones 
with high impedance and low distortion. You want at least 25 to 
30 ohms impedance and 60 or more is better. Real quality 
headphones can have 100-150 or more. 


The other features that you are after go hand in hand with a 
quality pair of high impedance headphones. If you buy a cheap 
pair of headphones, that is exactly what you will get, and you 
will leave nuggets behind for someone else with a better pair. 
You are probably better off using the built in speaker rather than 
really cheap headphones. 


Many detector dealers will throw in a pair of cheap 
headphones to sweeten the deal when you buy a machine, but 
they are a mostly a waste of money. Quality headphones will let 
you hear what everyone else is missing. They will cost you 
anywhere from $50.00 to $150.00, and they will pay for 
themselves again and again. 


High impedance headphones not only sound better, but they 
will also prolong the battery life of your detector. You can get 
upwards of 20-25% more battery life with high impedance 
headphones. 


In cooler weather a full size headphone that covers the entire 
ear is the best choice. Not only do these usually have better 
sound, but they will also keep your ears warm. I use this type 
unless it is so hot that I absolutely can’t stand them. Then I will 
switch to a quality pair of open air type headphones. Don't settle 
for cheap quality with these open air headphones. I have seen 
quality models sporting 64 ohm impedance. 
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One concern that I often hear is that you won’t be able to 
hear a snake rattle because of the full size over the ear headphones. 
I can assure you that if your hearing is anywhere near normal, 
you will have no trouble at all hearing a rattlesnake with a pair 
of those type headphones covering your ears. If you hunt a lot 
in snake country and are concerned that your particular 
headphones cut out too much noise, try scuffing your coil in the 
dirt or gravel. If you can hear that, I promise you that the strident 
buzz of an angry rattler is louder and much more distinct. 


You have to remember that you are moving slowly and 
waving something in front of you with your eyes scanning the 
ground in front of you along with the coil. The chances of getting 
within striking range of a rattlesnake are slim at best. You are 
most at risk when walking from one area to another. During 
those times, you don't need your headphones anyway. 


Digging Tools 


If you ask a dozen nugget hunters to show you their digging 
tools, you will probably see a dozen different tools. No two 
people are alike and there is nowhere in nugget hunting that this 
shows up better than in the choice of digging tool. All that 1am 
going to attempt to do here is show you the main variations of 
most of the tools out there. You will probably end up trying 
several before you find the one that is right for you. 


Trowels 

The common garden trowel is one of the simplest digging 
tools and one that most people already have laying around the 
house. If the soil where you are hunting is soft enough, a trowel 
may be all that you will need. There is one model available that 
is made of polycarbonate plastic. It is nearly indestructible and 
also doubles as a separating cup. If the ground should get hard 
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or rocky, you will probably end up wishing for something with a 
little more horsepower. 


Hand Picks 

There are many variations on the hand pick. Most of these 
designs incorporate a simple pick on one end and some sort of 
spade on the other. The idea is to use the pick to loosen the dirt 
and the spade to move it out of the hole. You can get these with 
a wide or narrow pick, wide or narrow spade, or other variations 
on the spade. Some have three or four tines like a fork on the 
spade end. 


You can find hand picks that are made of such cheap metal 
that they are almost guaranteed to bend in half the first time they 
come face to face with a buried rock. The better designs are 
made of fairly heavy gauge metal and/or spring steel, maybe 
hardened. If they are made for detectorists, they will probably 
have a magnet in the end of the handle. This is another area 
where you will probably get what you pay for. Expect to pay 
$25 to $40 or more for a good hand pick. 


Miners Pick 

The classic miners pick doesn’t see a lot of use with most 
electronic nugget hunters, mostly because it tends to be a little 
on the heavy side for all day carrying. However, a pick does 
have it’s uses. 


If you have a patch that is producing fairly well, you will 
probably want to scrape it. If you are doing this by hand and the 
ground is real hard, a pick can be a lifesaver. You can use the 
pick to loosen up the top few inches of soil before you remove it 
with a shovel or hoe. You may also find occasional use for a 
pick in loosening up various types of bedrock. If you find a 
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nugget deep in caliche, a full size pick will probably be the only 
thing this side of dynamite that will help you retrieve your nugget. 


Hoes 

The common variety garden hoe sees a lot of use in the 
goldfields. From scraping patches to pulling down and flattening 
out tailings piles to digging up individual targets, the hoe is a 
multi-talented tool. I have seen a number of nugget hunters 
carrying a hoe with a three foot handle and using it for just about 


everything. 






angle for 
your comfort 





1/4" threaded rod 
through aux. handle 


Steel flatbar for 
reinforcement 


Having fairly weak wrists and not liking to carry anything 
in my off hand, I came up with a modification of the hoe handle 
that works very well. These are not commercially available, but 
I’m including an illustration of it in case you want to try it out 
for yourself. It hangs easily on a hook on your belt and provides 
a great deal of leverage for those times when you want to really 
move some dirt without putting down your detector. 
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Rakes 

Some nugget hunters find use for a common garden rake in 
the goldfields. Most are used for clearing surface litter off of a 
patch or tailing pile before detecting. They can also be used for 
pulling down tailings piles. The best advice is, if you are going 
to use a rake, get a stout one. The cheap ones will get bent the 
first time you try to move a stubborn rock with them. A quality 
garden rake will serve you well for many years. 


Magnets 


There is not much to say about magnets except that every 
nugget hunter should carry one and use it. Small iron targets can 
be most elusive and a magnet will quickly remove them from the 
soil and let you get back to the business of finding nuggets. 


The most common magnets are the so called ‘cow’ magnets. 
These can be obtained at many hardware stores and co-ops, as 
well as prospecting shops. The cylindrical variety can be mounted 
in the end of the handle of your digging tool by drilling a 1/2 
inch hole. The fit is usually tight enough that you don’t need 
glue, but a little epoxy will assure against loss. 


Lately, we have started seeing ‘super magnets’ turn up where 
nugget hunters gather. These are flat, oddly shaped magnets 
made from various rare earth materials such as neodymium. They 
are extremely powerful for their size, to the point that they can 
give you a nasty bite if you get some skin between two magnets 
or a magnet and a piece of steel. I have one on the head of my 
digging tool with a little ‘Shoe Goo’ around the edges to keep it 
from sliding. While you are digging, little bits of iron will literally 
jump onto the magnet. Ifa signal suddenly disappears, I generally 
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know what it is and where it is. I heartily recommend that you 
add one of these to your arsenal. 


The Cup 


This handy little tool has been made a virtual necessity 
because of the sensitivity of modern gold machines. The better 
of these machines will give a reasonably loud signal on your 
hand. This is due to the salt and mineral content of your body. 
If you have a fairly small nugget (under a gram) in your hand, 
the signal from your hand will probably override the signal from 
the nugget. 


There are a lot of variations when it comes to cups. 
Everything from a good old plastic coffee cup to plastic gold 
pans to containers made especially for metal detectorists. I’ve 
tried most of them and still like the basic cup idea the best. 


Most of the time, I use a plastic cup marketed by Jimmy 
Sierra. His is pretty much a standard cup shape but with the side 
opposite the handle flattened to make it easier to scoop up dirt. 
It also has a rather large round handle. Depending on how you 
want to carry the cup, this is either an advantage or disadvantage. 
If you want, you can cut most of the back of it off, leaving it thin 
enough to fit into your belt for easy carrying. 


One word of caution: If you decide to use a colored coffee 
cup, try waving the empty cup over your coil before taking it in 
the field. I have found a couple of them that gave a small signal 
when empty, probably something to do with the pigments used 
to color the cup. 
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Gold Containers 


You will need something to put your nuggets in when you 
find them. Please don’t use your pants pocket. Dry placer nuggets 
have a natural flat metallic luster when they come out of the 
ground. They are easily scratched and/or polished by riding in a 
pocket all day. If your nuggets become polished and lose that 
natural finish, they will also lose collector value, especially the 
larger specimens. 


The smaller nuggets that you find can go in a film canister. 
The ones from Fuji can be cut down to better fit a pocket and the 
lids still work. Also, they are clear, so you can see what is in 
them. Ifyou are getting really pretty or delicate specimens, you 
should wrap them individually in tissue before putting them in 
the container. 


Larger nuggets should either get wrapped and put 
individually in a canister or they can be put in leather nugget 
pouches. You will want to get these cleaned up and stored away 
properly as soon as possible to preserve their natural beauty. 


Trash Containers 


If the area where you are nugget hunting doesn’t have any 
trash, let me know. I’d love to join you. Most of us end up 
finding at least a little and usually a lot of trash items in our 
quest for the elusive nugget. Square nails, tin cans, bullets, 
birdshot, foil, wire, tacks, nuts, bolts,... you get the picture. If 
you throw it back on the ground, you or someone else will end 
up picking it up again later. Since you already have it in hand, 
why not put it in a trash apron or other container for proper 
disposal at a later time. This not only helps landowner relations, 
but is the responsible thing to do. 
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Bedrock Tools 


These were covered pretty well in the chapter on Target 
Recovery Techniques. I will list them here and then refer you to 
that chapter for a more complete description and directions for 
the use of these important tools. 


1. Crack hammer 

2. Crevice tool 

3. Spoon 

4. Toothbrush 

5. Tweezers 

6. Rock hammer 

7. Through the handle screwdriver and/or cold chisel 
8. Blow tube 
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When you finally get that elusive nugget out of the ground 
and into your hand, it may or may not look like what you expect 
a gold nugget to look like. 


If you are hunting an area that has water running at least 
part of the year, your nugget will probably be a bright and shiny 
example of what most people expect a nugget to look like. 


If you are hunting a dry placer area, there is a chance that you 
may have to look twice (Or three or four times) at that funny 
looking target you just dug up. Nuggets from dry placer areas are 
seldom shiny. Even those from ancient rivers have sat in the ground 
so long that the shine has been replaced by the dull luster 
characteristic of dry placer gold. Nuggets that have never seen a 
waterway tend to be coarser, more angular and irregularly shaped. 
Add to this the fact that a dry placer nugget can be coated with a 
good layer of red dirt, caliche, or who knows what all else and you 
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end up with something that a lot of people might throw back as 
being worthless. In pine tree country, I've seen nuggets that were 
black from having had pine pitch on them once upon a time. Once 
you have handled a few dry placer nuggets, recognizing them will 
become much easier. 


Still, even if you are pretty sure that what you have is not 
gold, you should never throw away something that you are unsure 
of. If your mystery target gives a good signal, keep it until you 
have a chance to examine it more thoroughly. There might be a 
stringer of gold in some ore material. You might have a rare 
platinum, silver or copper nugget. They say that there is a 
meteorite for every square mile of planet earth, and most of them 
are detectable. 


Also, some things that seem like they should give a good signal 
but are barely detectable are worth keeping. Some types of 
meteorites and native galena nuggets both come to mind. 


All of the examples I just gave are valuable, either in your 
own display, or to a mineral collector. Once you get that nugget 
or other suspected valuable back home, how do you go about 
getting it cleaned up without damaging it or yourself? 


Nugget cleaning methods are like digging tools. It seems 
like everyone has their own favorite. Some are easier than others, 
some use less toxic chemicals, and some will change the 
appearance of your nuggets. I will explain the method that I use 
and make you aware of a couple of others that are out there. 


Most of the gold in the areas that I hunt has at least a little 
caliche stuck to it. Sometimes the caliche is so bad that you 
can’t even see enough gold to identify it. So the first thing that 
I do is put all my nuggets in a small container of Lime Away. 
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This is a bathroom cleaner that is readily available at any 
grocery store. Since caliche is a lime based deposit, The Lime 
Away does a super job of removing it. When you drop ina nugget, 
you will know instantly if there is caliche present because it will 
fizz like an Alka Seltzer. 


Some people use nitric acid for this step because it is faster 
and will remove many other impurities as well. From a safety 
standpoint, the Lime Away is a much better bet. It is much less 
dangerous to handle and does a more than adequate job. Also, if 
the gold in your area contains much silver or copper, the nitric 
acid can slightly alter the appearance of the nuggets. Granted, 
this is minor, but it is there none the less. It should also be 
mentioned that if you are trying to get a look at a target but are 
unsure of what it is, nitric acid may not be the way to go. It will 
eat up silver, copper, and most of the materials in meteorites. 


As with everything else, it seems like there is always a flip 
side. I have found some nuggets, most notably in Nevada, that 
were coated with something that looked like caliche. The only 
problem being, whatever that stuff was, it laughed at the Lime 
Away. It even shrugged off some sulfuric acid. The only thing 
that would remove it was nitric acid. Even so, I strongly 
recommend that the use of these types of caustic chemicals should 
be your last resort. 


Back to the basic cleaning procedures. While the caliche is 
being dissolved by the Lime Away, any other material that is 
stuck to the nugget is being wetted and softened for the next 
step. 


Using a soft bristled toothbrush and some water, gently 
remove any dirt or other material that may still be stuck to the 


nugget. This will usually come off very easily. For most nuggets, 
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that is all that is necessary. The original dull luster is preserved 
and the nugget is ready for the display case. 


If you have something else stuck to the nugget that won’t 
yield to this method, you may have to resort to nitric acid if you 
really want it removed. If the material is part of the original 
matrix from the ore, it probably will not come off easily and quite 
possibly should be left on anyway. These types of impurities often 
add to the value of a ‘specimen’ nugget. 


Some people go to an additional step if they want their gold 
to be shiny instead of having the natural finish. This involves 
putting a bunch of nuggets in a container of 409 or similar cleanser 
and giving it a good shake, then rinse with plain water. If you 
are finding river gold, this step is OK and can result in a 
spectacular shine. 


If you are going to do this with dry placer nuggets, you may 
as well put them in your pants pocket when you find them to 
help speed the process, as that is the result you will get. If your 
nuggets are for your private collection and that is how you prefer 
them, go for it. However, if you plan on selling them, be aware 
that putting a shine on them can detract from their value. How 
much will depend on who you are selling them to and their 
ultimate intended use. 


You have probably figured out by now that I prefer leaving 
the gold in it’s natural state. Angular or delicate pieces will only 
be damaged by anything more than a simple and careful cleaning. 
When you show off your collection, you can take pride in showing 
people what the nuggets look like as they come out of the ground. 
I like to leave the polished and shiny gold to the jewelry store. 
You will be surprised at how many people expect raw nuggets to 
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look like finished and polished jewelry. Many will not believe 
that your nuggets are real until they feel the weight of them. 


Speaking of weight, most people like to know what their 
nuggets weigh. You will hear several different terms when it 
comes to the weight of gold. Gold is nearly always weighed in 
troy ounces, and there are only 12 of them in a pound. The troy 
ounce is divided up in several ways. If you weigh your gold in 
grains, then there are 480 grains per ounce. If you prefer grams, 
there are just over 31 grams per ounce. A gram is 15.43 grains. 
You will also run into pennyweights, (abbreviated dwt). There 
are 20 dwt. per ounce and each dwt. is 24 grains. Which system 
is used will depend upon which person or shop you are dealing 
with at the time. 


Troy Weights 


1 oz = 480 grains = 31.1 grams = 20 dwt 
1 gram = 15.43 grains 
1 dwt = 24 grains 


Which weighs more, a pound of feathers or a pound of gold? 

The pound of feathers. Feathers, along with most other things, 
are weighed in what is called avoirdupois, which has 16 oz per 
pound. Gold is weighed in troy, which has only 12 oz per pound. 


Grain scales are typically the most sensitive and that is the 
type that I use for weighing my gold. The scale that I use is a 
balance beam type used for weighing gunpowder when reloading 
ammunition. It will weigh nuggets with accuracy to 1/10 ofa grain. 
Balance beam scales are available to weigh either grains or grams. 
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If you like fancy gadgets, you can get electronic scales that 
weigh in grains, grams, pennyweights, or some combination of 
these. Some of the electronic scales now available are accurate 
to several decimal places. Be aware that these are not 
inexpensive. 


You can also still buy the old fashioned balance beam scales 
where the gold goes in one pan and counterweights go in the 
other until it is balanced. Then the weight of the counterweights 
is added up. The scales of this type that I have seen weighed in 
grains and were fairly accurate to the nearest whole grain. The 
scale that you end up with will depend upon your wallet and 
personal preferences. 


As soon as my gold is cleaned, it goes on the scale. I write 
down the weight of each nugget and where it was found on a slip 
of paper that goes in the bottom of the clear display container. I 
use a type of display case that holds 50 of these clear containers. 
To check the weight of any particular nugget, or to see where it 
came from, merely pick up the container and look at the bottom. 


IT have also started a special case that several people have 
commented on and started for themselves. I pick one nice nugget 
from each location I visit and put it in it's own container in the 
special case. In this way, there is one sample nugget from every 
placer location where I have found nuggets. A case like this can 
be a real conversation piece when you have friends over for some 
show and tell. 


T also have a couple of 'bulk' containers for those little pieces 
that weigh less than 3 grains. It seems a little silly to put all of 
those little pieces in individual containers. If you spend much 
time hunting the hydraulic pits, those small pieces will be the 
bulk of your finds. 
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Most people who hunt nuggets for a hobby will keep most or 
all of their gold. It can be difficult to part with those hard won 
nuggets. If you do decide to sell some of your nuggets, you 
should know what some of your options are. 


[t can be hard to put a figure on the value of a particular 
piece of gold. If the gold has no character and is sold for spot, 
you will get exactly what the gold itself is worth, by weight, on 
that particular day. The spot price of gold is set in London, and 
is given in dollars per ounce. It generally changes day to day. It 
has been very high in the past, over $800.00 an ounce. At the 
time of this writing, it is rather low, in the $380.00 range. 


However, gold nuggets have an intrinsic value because of their 
rarity that is above and beyond the spot price of gold. I read 
somewhere that gold in nugget form accounts for less than 5% of 
all the gold in the world. Suffice it to say that nuggets are 
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uncommon, especially the larger ones. Spot price and other 
considerations not with-standing, any particular nugget is worth 
exactly what someone is willing to pay for it. You simply show 
it to enough people until someone offers what you consider to 
be an acceptable price. 








The nuggets that are worth the most are the ones with a lot 
of ‘character’. Character can be lots of pockets or a sponge 
look, or the nugget can look like some object or animal, like a 
bird or the outline of a state, or maybe it still has some beautiful 
quartz attached. Almost anything that makes a nugget different 
and unique is considered character. Remember that beauty is in 
the eyes of the beholder. A nugget that elicits a yawn from one 
person may cause another to reach way down deep into their 
wallet. 


If you are artistically inclined or know someone who is, you 
can turn some of your gold into nugget jewelry. If] am going to 
sell a piece of gold, this is normally how. You can make pendants, 
earrings, bracelets, hat pins or anything else that you can imagine. 
[have a hat pin that is made up of 17 little nuggets soldered together 
in the shape ofa scorpion. It is unique, attractive, and draws a lot 
of comments. It took me halfa day and approximately $35 dollars 
worth of nuggets and gold solder, and I could probably get $250 if 
I decided to sell it. The point I am trying to make is that unless 
you are really hurting for the cash, you can usually do better than 
spot price for your nuggets. Sometimes a lot better. 


a 
f 

f 
7] 
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It can be most useful to keep a logbook of your nuggets. A 
logbook is fun to keep and can be informative as well. You can 
not only keep track of how many nuggets you have found, but 
also their weight, where you found them, and other valuable 
information. 


Keeping track of where you find nuggets can be very helpful 
in establishing patterns. I have found more than one place to 
hunt by looking at these patterns of where nuggets occur in an 
area. 


The logbooks that I use are commercially available surveying 
logbooks. Having done some survey work in the past, I had a 
couple of these available and they worked admirably. They have 
lines and columns and the better ones have semi-weather resistant 
pages. They are also fairly inexpensive and you can log a lot of 
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nuggets in one. I suggest a logbook for anyone who gets involved 
in this hobby. 


For those who have joined the electronic age, a computer 
can be the perfect logbook. You can use it by itself or in 
conjunction with an actual logbook that you take into the field. 
A spreadsheet works very well for keeping track of those hard 
earned nuggets. 
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My pulse quickened as I topped the small ridge and looked 
into the gully beyond. There were tailings! Old ones, and lots 
of them. The old timers had worked this gully hard. A short 
walk also told me that I was the first metal detectorist to find this 
gully. There wasn’t a single dig hole to be found. 


It looked like the old timers had stopped working the gully 
about 75 yards from the top. If you are a detectorist and virgin 
ground doesn’t turn you on, you died and just don’t know it yet! 
That top 75 yards hadn’t been touched by anyone and J couldn’t 
wait to be the first. 


As | stood at the last tailings pile and set up my detector, I 
looked at the ground ahead of me to start getting a feel for what 
to expect from my machine. I could see that the ground was 
very red. Iron, lots of iron. There were also a lot of ironstones 
and assorted hot rocks that I recognized from the area. This was 
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definitely going to be a low sensitivity, slow sweep speed area. I 
set my sensitivity on 4, ground balanced the Goldmaster and 
started swinging the coil up the gully. 


I immediately found a .22 casing under the sand but above 
the old red gravel that lays at the bottom of the gulches in this 
area. Most of the gold around here is in that gravel. I dropped 
the spent shell into my trash bag and continued up the wash. 


After about 20 feet, it became obvious that my sensitivity 
was still too high. This was one noisy gully! I moved back to the 
last tailings pile, lowered the sensitivity to 3 and re-ground 
balanced. Then I started up the wash again. 


Iwas glad I did. After about five feet, I heard a well defined 
but very faint signal in the middle of an especially bad patch of 
ground. I cleared away the surface sand and checked again. 
Louder and better defined. Yes!!! A couple of inches into the 
red gravel was my first nugget for the day, about 7 grains. Not 
huge, but nice character. Dandy jewelry gold. I put the nugget 
in a container and re-checked my hole. Nothing there, so on up 
the gully we go. 


Near the head of the gully, I got a nice loud signal. Being 
semi-pessimistic, I figured it was another .22 casing. Using the 
side of my foot, I moved the surface sand and checked the hole 
again. Still there and even louder. Clearing the last of the sand 
away to expose the red gravel, I checked the hole again. Wow, 
nice signal. A smile spread across my face as I anticipated the 
nice nugget I was about to dig up. You don’t find much trash in 
a gravel layer that hasn’t been touched since mother nature laid 
it down who knows how many thousands of years ago. Starting 
well behind the signal so as not to scratch the nugget, I started 
moving dirt out of the hole. When the target finally came out 
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near bedrock, there was no need for the cup. At almost 1/4 0z., 
this nugget was having no trouble at all letting me know where it 
was. 


After carefully wrapping the nugget in tissue and placing it 
in a container, I turned and looked down the gully at all the 
tailings piles waiting for me. You will have to excuse me, but 
this is going to take quite a while and I need to get started. All of 
this work is going to be no work at all. 
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PART II 


ZIP ZIP 
THE ADVANCED COURSE 


SECTION ONE 


se 


ADVANCED HUNTING 
TECHNIQUES 


Good technique is the foundation 
on which everything else is built. 
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SEVERE MINERALIZATION 
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About Severe Mineralization 


Nearly everyone who has hunted nuggets for very long 
has run into it, especially if you travel to different areas. 
You step out of your vehicle, turn on your detector, quickly 
ground balance it, make a couple of sweeps, and either cringe 
from the incredible racket assaulting your ears, or just shake 
your head in disbelief. 


Congratulations. You have found one of those areas of 
really severe mineralization. It’s the kind of stuff that makes 
you want to get back in your rig and go somewhere else. A 
lot of people did. Unless you are really sure that there is 
gold here, you may do the same. On the plus side, if this is 
a good gold bearing area, it probably hasn’t been hit too 
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hard. There are few people who are willing to try to work 
with this kind of ground. 


So, now what? There are a number of things that you 
can do in your efforts to hunt an area like this. However, the 
very first thing that you will need to do is face reality. You 
must accept the fact that you are not going to find nuggets as 
small or deep as you might be used to. The ground simply 
will not allow it. (I have to add that areas like this are tailor- 
made for the newest generation of pulse detectors. They are 
big, heavy, and expensive, but they do work well in this 
type of ground. You will still not find very small nuggets, 
and they still miss certain types of spongy, flakey, or 
crystaline gold, but they will go deep in the worst soil for 
big gold.) 


In order to be successful in an area like this with a 
standard VLF detector, you will have to change your mental 
outlook as far as what you are trying to accomplish. This 
will not be one of those areas where you pick up dozens of 
pinhead sized nuggets each day. You may spend quite a bit 
of time not finding anything at all, but if you do find one, it 
is liable to be a beauty. You may also get into one of those 
patches that are worth writing home about. That is the nature 
of most of these really severe areas. Feast or famine. 


Disclaimer 
Anytime that you are talking about severe mineralization, 
there is only one rule - There are no rules. Rough guidelines, 


yes, but no rules. Really severe ground can have so many 
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different things going on that it is nearly impossible to predict 
what kind of settings will be required. 


Ihave had people call me on the phone or talk to me at 
the gold shows and try to get tuning advice for a particular 
patch of ground. Without actually standing on that patch of 
ground with a detector in my hand, there isn’t much that I 
can do. You not only have to be there, you have to be there 
then. Realize that changing moisture and even temperature 
conditions will affect things as well, so the situation that 
you ran into after that last thunderstorm will probably be 
different now that it has been sunny for a while and the 
ground has dried out. (Feel free to change the weather around 
to fit your special situation. (Boy, wouldn’t that be fun!)) 


I firmly believe in the use of a test nugget to ensure that 
you are set up as well as possible in really bad ground. I 
think that some guys quit carrying a test nugget because of 
some sort of ego thing. Test nuggets are not like training 
wheels to be dropped as soon as you know what a target 
sounds like. As far as | am concermed, a test nugget is a 
valuable tool just like your digging tool or cup. I will be 
reminding you again and again of the importance, and proper 
use, of the test nugget. 


So, basically, the reason for this little disclaimer is that I 
wanted you to be aware that anything said in this chapter 
may or may not apply in your particular case. You must 
realize that this is all based on my own personal experience, 
and I probably haven’t been to your special little ‘hot’ spot. 
The best that I can do is remind you of good, basic tuning 
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procedures, and try to show you how to apply them in your 
own situation. 


Now that I have pretty much told you that I can’t help 
you, let’s see what we can do. It’s really not as bad as it 
sounds. 


Rapidly Changing Mineralization 


Although the name pretty much says it all, there are a 
couple of different varieties of this phenomenon. In the worst 
case, the ground not only changes quite frequently, but it is 
also severely mineralized. Places like this will try the 
patience of even the best of nugget hunters. You will also 
find areas of rapidly changing mineralization where the 
ground itself is not all that severe. It may even be fairly 
mild, but it just changes a lot. Areas of this type are much 
easier to deal with. 


You have basically 2 choices when dealing with this type 
of ground. You can either find an average setting and try 
hunting the whole place (or at least a sizeable portion of it), 
or you can hunt “by the inch’ and really pick the place apart. 
In all likelihood, you will use a combination of these two 
techniques. It will depend on which type of area it is, what 
you know of the area, and what you are finding. 


If you are new to this area and you aren’t even sure if 


there are nuggets here, then you will probably use the first 
method. Also, if this is one of those areas that is only mildly 
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mineralized but still changes a lot, again, you will probably 
want to use the first method. 


Specifically, lower your gain, speed up your S.A.T. if 
that is an option, and slow down your sweep speed. Slowing 
down your sweep speed is similar in results to speeding up 
the S.A.T. speed. It gives the threshold a chance to come 
back after changes in mineralization and it gives the machine 
the maximum chance to penetrate the ground. It also gives 
you a better chance to sort out the sounds being generated 
by the ground. 


The faster you sweep over rapidly changing ground, the 
more ground racket you will hear. If you keep speeding up, 
it will get worse and worse. As you sweep faster, each ground 
change will become sharper and more defined, and therefore 
harder to distinguish from a target response. 


I have hunted a couple of areas in the desert where the 
ground was really bad and changed constantly. I ended up 
hunting so slow that targets were little more than ‘hot spots’ 
in the threshold. But, they were consistent and repeatable 
hot spots, unlike the ground noises which tend to be 
mellower, wider, and want to move around on you. 


Find a ground balance that will let you hunt most of the 
ground. In general, you want to tune to the coldest ground 
in the area. In that way you shouldn’t have to worry about 
getting into a negative ground balance, something to be 
avoided if at all possible. 
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Let’s quickly define hot and cold ground for those who 
may be unsure about these terms. As you pump your coil 
towards the ground, hot ground will cause a positive response 
- the threshold will get louder. Cold ground will cause a 
negative response - the threshold will get quieter or disappear 
altogether. Throughout this book, when I talk about hot or 
cold ground, or having a positive or negative ground balance, 
these are the terms and definitions that I am referring to. 


In this situation, as you pump your coil up and down, 
move around and test a good sized area. Listen for the coldest 
spot you can find and try tuning to that. If that spot is too far 
off from the rest of the ground, you may have to try to find 
more of an average. If you can tune to the coldest ground, 
that will ensure that you won’t get into a negative ground 
balance. 


Lowering your gain does a couple of things for you. For 
starters, it makes everything less critical. You will find it 
easier to ground balance and easier to maintain that ground 
balance. Lowering the gain will also make the ground a lot 
quieter. 


The newer high frequency machines have a lot of built 
in power. You can turn them down to their lower settings 
and still hunt effectively. Don’t be afraid to do that if 
necessary. Tim Allen is funny, but “More Power, aurgh aurgh 
aurgh.” isn’t always the answer. 


So, you are hunting along with your detector tuned down 
to the point where the ground isn’t causing you a migraine. 
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What’s next? Remember, you are looking for just one telltale 
nugget. In ground like this, you will probably be searching 
for patches and that one nugget is the tip-off. If you find it, 
then it is time to change tactics and go to method 2. On the 
other hand, if you know for a fact that there are nuggets 
here, you will probably want to skip what we just talked 
about and start out with method 2. 


I call this second technique ‘hunting by the inch’. 
Hunting by the inch will separate the men from the boys, so 
to speak. It takes a lot of concentration, ground balancing 
know how, and a trained ear to know when to do what. It 
goes something like this: 


Pick a spot where you want to start hunting and get a 
neutral ground balance in one precise spot. Use as much 
gain as you can get away with, and the slowest S.A.T. that 
allows you to hunt effectively. If you are unsure about any 
of these settings, use your test nugget to make sure that you 
are set up as well as you can. Then, start hunting carefully. 
When you first start out, you should double check your 
ground balance nearly every swing until you start to get a 
handle on how often it wants to change. Listen to the ground 
through your machine. It will tell you what to do and when. 
Often you can get visual clues as to when the ground is going 
to change. 


Every time the ground changes, you will need to re- 
ground balance, and make sure that your gain and S.A.T. 
settings are appropriate. Ifthe ground changes by the foot, 
this can get extremely tedious. However, it is the only way 
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to maximize your chances. You will find targets that 
everyone else missed. If there is gold around, this is the best 
way to recover as much as possible. 


If you can endure long enough, it gets to be sort of a 
game and you get into a routine. If you are finding nuggets, 
it can be a lot of fun trying to outfox the ground and make it 
surrender those bits of yellow metal. Once you figure out 
one of these areas and work through it properly, you will 
have a tremendous feeling of accomplishment. Welcome to 
the world of advanced nugget hunting! You will have joined 
an elite group with few participants and great rewards. 


Salt and Alkali 


Salt or alkali in the ground can be a real headache for the 
nugget hunter. (For the sake of simplicity, I am going to 
refer to both conditions as salt.) Most of the modern, high 
frequency units are especially sensitive to salty conditions, 
as evidenced by the strong signal that they will give on your 
empty hand. They are mostly reacting to the salt in your 
skin. The problems with salt are the worst when the ground 
is damp. This is the reason that these detectors are so dismal 
when it comes to hunting the wet sand at ocean beaches. 


To help you understand the difficulties that you face in 
salty conditions, think about (Or try) this: If you take some 
of the typical, iron mineralized ground that we hunt in and 
ground balance to it, you can pick up your test nugget with 
no problem. If you pour some dry salt on top of the nugget, 
there is no change. You can still hear the nugget. If salty 


164 


Severe Mineralization 


ground is totally dry, you won’t even know that it is salty. 
But just try pouring some water on the salt. Now we have a 
problem. Wetting the salt turns it into an electrolyte which 
is conductive, and suddenly you have a loud signal which 
will mask your test nugget. Fortunately, if you spread the 
salt out like it would appear in nature, you can again hear 
the nugget. The problem is in trying to figure out how to 
ground balance to soil that has a damp salt content. Let me 
explain... 


Tuning the Last Inch 


When you get into salty conditions, you will notice that 
you have a positive ground balance. As you lower the coil 
to the ground, the threshold tone gets louder. What you are 
hearing is the salt. 


Salt tunes out way down at the low end (counterclockwise 
towards the smaller numbers) of the ground balance 
adjustment range. It will usually take quite a bit of rotation 
of the coarse ground balance knob to tune out the salt and 
get a neutral ground balance, assuming that you can tune it 
out at all. And unfortunately, once you have done this, if 
you are hunting in ground that has a typical iron content, 
you won’t be able to hear any but the very largest targets. 


What has happened is that you now have a very negative 
ground balance with respect to the iron content of the ground. 
Anytime that you have a grossly negative ground balance, 
you will lose all but the largest, shallowest targets. You 
wouldn’t purposely hunt with such a negative ground 
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balance, and yet that is what the salt is forcing you to do if 
you try to tune it out. 


What you want to do is tune to the iron and basically 
ignore the salt and just hunt through the salt noise. This 
works, and you can still find targets. So how do you balance 
to the iron content of the ground when you can’t hear it? 
Well, it may just be that you can hear it. 


When you pump your coil up and down to balance your 
machine, if you are like most folks, you stop anywhere from 
1 to 3 or more inches from the surface of the ground. 
However, in most salt areas, the audio effects of the salt will 
end about an inch or so from the ground. Below that, the 
iron in the ground overpowers the salt and you will hear the 
iron instead. 


Try pumping the coil all the way down to the ground 
(Gently, but quickly enough to outrun the S.A.T.) and see if 
there isn’t a change somewhere in that last inch or so. In 
most of the alkali areas that I have hunted, the increasing 
threshold tone will reverse itself somewhere in that last inch. 
Then it is a simple matter of ground balancing between that 
point and the surface of the ground. 


Here is how I go about setting up in this type of ground. 
Set your coarse ground balance knob somewhere around 6 
or so (Goldmaster). If you have hunted the area before and 
know about where the coarse knob should be set, then start 
just a little lower (counterclockwise) than that. What you 
are after is a slightly negative ground balance with respect 
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to the typical iron in the ground. This will make it easier to 
hear that little change when it occurs. (Remember, a negative 
ground balance makes the threshold hum get quieter or go 
away as you lower the coil towards the ground.) 


Then, lower the coil all the way to the ground. You will 
hear the positive effect of the salt all the way down to about 
the last inch or so, and then you should hear a change. That 
is where you need to balance the detector, below the change 
in that last little bit where the salt isn’t as much of a factor 
and you can hear the iron in the ground. You will actually 
need to pump up and down an inch or less (wherever the 
change is) from the surface of the ground in order to ground 
balance the machine. 


Once you have your machine balanced in this manner, 
you should be able to hear your test nugget, even though 
you have a ‘positive’ ground balance except for the last little 
bit. 


All of this should give you a clue as far as how you are 
going to hunt the area. Are you going to keep the coil up in 
the air a couple of inches where the salt effect is, or are you 
going to keep it right on the deck and out of the ‘salt region’? 
(Which is where you should be hunting anyway.) 


Thave only run into a couple of areas where this technique 
didn’t work. I am not sure if it had to do with the moisture 
content of the ground, or the type of salt or alkali or what, 
but the salt effect went clear to the ground. I couldn’t get 
‘under’ it. The best thing to do in those circumstances is to 
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put your test nugget to work. Take a guess as to where you 
think the ground balance should be. In most ground with 
my Goldmaster, I can usually set the coarse between 7 and 
8, assuming that the fine is centered, and [ will be close. 
Then, start sweeping over the test nugget, and make little 
changes each way. You are trying to find the point where 
you get the most distinct response (there’s those 2 words 
again) that you can from the test nugget. At that point, you 
are probably as close as you are going to get. 


Although I call this technique ‘tuning the last inch’, I 
have been in areas where the free zone was considerably 
less than an inch. I have actually ground balanced my 
detector by pumping it up and down no more than 1/4 inch 
or less from the surface of the ground. This takes an educated 
ear and some coordination, but it can be done. In some 
areas, if you want to hunt effectively, that is what it takes. 


By the way, you can use a variation of this technique in 
any area that you hunt. It is not necessary to pump the coil 
1 to 2 feet in the air. You only have to raise and lower it far 
enough to hear the changing threshold. When ground 
balancing, I generally pump the coil about 2-4 inches, 
touching or nearly touching the ground on the down stroke. 
Once your ear is educated, that is all it takes. Anything 
more is just wasted motion. 


One Way Mineralization 


Although I usually associate this phenomenon with the 
desert, I have also found it in hydraulic pits, and it wouldn’t 
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surprise me to find it anywhere else. First of all, let me 
define what ‘it’ is. 


One way mineralization is what I call an area where you 
get a good, solid, often increasing threshold sound as you 
sweep in one direction, and a diminishing or nonexistent 
threshold as you sweep the other way. The most common 
place to find this is the sides of a wash. If you hunt small 
washes and sweep across the bottom and up and down the 
sides, you will run into this. Normally, the ground will get 
more positive and you will hear the threshold as you sweep 
up the side away from the wash, and it will be the opposite 
going down. I have also found this type of mineralization 
out in the flats, so it can show up anywhere. 


Let me explain why this one way mineralization can be 
a problem. As you sweep in the direction in which the 
threshold fades out, if it fades away entirely, it would be 
like turning down the threshold adjustment to where you 
were doing a silent search, or having a negative ground 
balance. This will cause you to miss any marginal targets, 
either small or deep. If you doubt that, do a little 
experimenting with a small test nugget, turning your 
threshold down below audible or setting the ground balance 
a little negative. This should convince you of the need for 
an audible threshold. So we need some way to deal with 
one way mineralization. Actually, there are three ways that 
I know of. 


The first and most obvious solution is to just go 
somewhere else to hunt. However, something tells me that 
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if you are finding nuggets in the area, you would like another 
option. 


Second, we can get a clue by thinking about what causes 
the one way mineralization in the first place. One way 
mineralization is caused by the amount of iron in the ground 
either increasing or decreasing in the direction you are 
sweeping. So, if we turn 90 degrees and hunt that way, it 
should in theory eliminate the effects. Unfortunately, this is 
a hit or miss proposition, as sometimes it works, and 
sometimes it doesn’t. In the flats, if it works, great. Problem 
solved. If you are hunting one of those narrow little washes, 
turning 90 degrees is a slow and awkward way to hunt. I 
have also found a couple of locations where it didn’t matter 
which way I turned, I still had one way mineralization. Iam 
still scratching my head about that. 


The only other solution that I know of is to cover each 
piece of ground twice. Sweep both directions in each spot 
before overlapping and going again. In this way, you will 
cover each piece of ground with an audible threshold. This 
is the only way to ensure that you aren’t missing anything. 


One other solution that you can try is either slowing your 
sweep speed or speeding up your S.A.T. adjustment or both. 
If the one way effect is mild enough, this may help, although 
it will cost you a little depth. Most of the time, I end up 
sweeping each spot twice. 


You really need to be aware of your threshold and what 
itis doing at all times. If you aren’t aware of a situation like 
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this one way mineralization, you won’t know that you could 
be missing nuggets and that a slight change in technique is 
needed. 


Hot Rocks 


There are basically 2 varieties of ‘hot rocks’. I will refer 
to them as hot rocks and cold stones. This will separate 
them so that you will know what I am talking about. Most 
folks refer to both varieties as hot rocks and it can get very 
confusing. Each type affects your machine differently. You 
also need different techniques for dealing with each one. 


The true hot rocks are the ones that sound very much 
like a real target. They vary in intensity from very mild on 
up to the ear splitting, high intensity, sound-more-like-a- 
metal-target-than-a-metal-target variety. 


Sad to say, but there isn’t a whole lot that you can do 
about most of these true hot rocks. If you try to tune them 
out, you may be successful, but you will run into the same 
situation you have with salty ground. Most of these hot 
rocks tune out down at the lower end of the ground balance 
range, much like salt. So if you tune them out, you will be 
hunting with an extremely negative ground balance as far as 
the iron content of the ground. Trust me, tuning them out is 
not normally a viable option. There may be exceptions, but 
Thaven’t run into them yet. 


One workable solution is to use a detector with a full 
motion discriminator. This is different from the identifier 
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on machines like the Goldmaster and Minelab. A full motion 
discriminator is the same type employed on coin machines 
to help sort out the coins from the trash. 


Machines with a motion discriminator do have the ability 
to ignore most of these hot rocks. Just be aware that you 
will give up depth and sensitivity when hunting in the motion 
discriminate mode. You will lose smaller and deeper nuggets. 
Also, if you have a nugget under or near a hot rock or 
coldstone, both can be discriminated out unless the nugget 
is big enough to overpower the rock. On the other hand, if 
you are trying to hunt an area that is severely infested with 
these pests, it may be worth the compromise. 


The solution I use most often is to simply spend enough 
time in the area to let my ears learn the difference between 
the hot rocks and metal targets. This is where consistency 
in coil control and knowing your machine intimately make 
all the difference. See the section on ‘Consistency’ for more 
details about this. 


If you are into a good nugget patch that is loaded with 
hot rocks, then a little different technique is needed. This 
time-tested technique is called ‘Dig Everything!’. Anything 
that makes a sound comes out of the ground and the hole 
gets re-checked. Even if you are 100% sure that a particular 
target is a hot rock, you don’t know what it might be masking 
until you remove it and check the spot again. 


The other type of ‘hot rock’ is the coldstone. These are 
the ones that give the drawn out ‘boing’ after you have gone 
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over them. For all practical purposes, they are a patch of 
concentrated ground that is colder than what you are tuned 
to. After you pass the rock, the threshold ‘springs back’, 
giving you the signature boing of the coldstone. 


Now, we know that if you have a negative ground balance, 
you won’t be able to effectively hunt that particular patch of 
ground. Fortunately for us, in most areas, the cold stones 
are not far off from the ground they occur in as far as the 
ground balance is concerned. Normally, anywhere from 1/4 
to 3/4 of a turn (clockwise) of the fine ground balance will 
eliminate the effects of these pests. 


Basically, what you are going to do is ground balance to 
the coldstones. It helps to have a consistent height from 
them as you set the ground balance, so sweeping across them 
is more effective than pumping up and down. 


If the cold stones are pretty severe, you may not be able 
to get a totally neutral ground balance. In this circumstance, 
what you are after is the least change possible in the threshold 
as you sweep across the stone. You should be able to get to 
the point where all you hear is a short ‘buh-dip’ sound. 


Once you are tuned to the coldstones, you will have a 
positive ground balance with respect to the ground that they 
occur in. This may cost you a fraction of an inch of depth, 
but it is better than having them mask nuggets. The main 
precaution that you must take is to keep your coil an even 
height from the ground as you sweep. If you don’t, you will 
create false signals anytime the coil moves toward the ground. 
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I have hunted many desert areas where there were lots 
of coldstones under each sweep of the coil. Most of the 
nugget patches occurred in these same spots. It makes sense. 
The gold probably came out of the same mineralized vein 
that produced the coldstones. It is a fact that the coldstones 
will mask nuggets. It is also a fact that the only way to 
eliminate this problem is to tune them out. 


If your area has one coldstone over here, one yonder, 
and one way over the next hill, don’t worry about them. If 
you are running into them consistently, you will need to tune 
them out or they will cost you gold. 


S.A.T. 


(Author ’s note: This section is very machine specific, and 
goes into depth on the variable S.A.T. control found on the 
White's Goldmasters, starting with the V/sat model. At the 
time of this writing, they are the only nugget machines that 
I am aware of with this feature.) 


This section on S.A.T. is in the severe mineralization 
chapter because being able to adjust the S.A.T. speed is one 
of the most powerful tools at your disposal for dealing with 
bad ground. Learn to properly use your adjustable S.A.T. 
and you will be able to effectively hunt areas you never 
thought possible. 


‘You may not have thought about it, but the S.A.T. (Self 
Adjusting Threshold circuit) in your machine has a speed. 


It is the SAT’s job to return the threshold tone to the level at 
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which you have it set. This doesn’t happen instantly. 
Returning the S.A.T. at different speeds will affect the 
machine’s performance in different ways. The engineer will 
typically choose a speed that gives a good compromise 
between depth and stable operation. 


Until fairly recently, the most you could do about your 
S.A.T. was to thank the manufacturer for providing it, and 
go about your hunting. Then, we were given a way to control 
the S.A.T. speed, if only in a limited way. This was in the 
form of a toggle switch. If the ground got really bad, you 
could throw the switch, speeding up the S.A.T. 50 times, 
and continue to hunt. 


The effect of speeding up the S.A.T. is to smooth out the 
effects of salt and mineralization. This works because when 
the S.A.T. is speeded up, it recovers more quickly from 
various ground noise as you hunt along. If it is speeded up a 
lot, it will actually recover from things as you are going over 
them. This is great for smoothing out mineralization. 
Unfortunately, this applies to targets as well. When you 
speed up the S.A.T., you give up some depth because the 
machine is also recovering from targets faster, thereby 
smoothing them out and making them less distinct. 


To check some of this out for yourself, drop a coin onto 
the coil of your detector. The S.A.T. will tune it out and 
bring the threshold back to where you had it set. You can 
also hear how quickly it does this. Now wave that same 
coin over the coil at a consistent height and throw the switch, 
or on the GM3 turn the knob all the way to the right. You 
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will notice a considerable change in the machine’s response 
to the target. 


If you speed up the S.A.T. 50 times, which is standard 
on the Goldmaster in the X-ground/salt position (or reset, 
depending on model), you will give up approximately 40% 
of your depth. An unhappy situation, but better than not 
being able to hunt an area at all. If you have tried everything 
else and you are still having trouble with a location, try 
speeding up the S.A.T.. 


The good news is that now we are being given even more 
control over our machines. White’s has installed a variable 
S.A.T. control on the Goldmaster V/sat and most models 
since. (V/sat stands for ‘Variable S.A.T.’) 


This knob has the effect of adjusting the S.A.T. from the 
standard speed up to the 50 times faster X-ground/salt 
position by means of a one turn knob. The result is that you 
don’t have to give up any more depth than necessary to hunt 
a particular patch of ground. You are also able to set the 
speed to where it gives you the most advantage. This is a 
very handy control to have. I have hunted several areas 
where this ability to fully adjust the S.A.T. speed made the 
difference between finding gold and just getting discouraged. 


So here we are, in a patch of dirt that is meaner than the 
proverbial junk yard dog, and wondering whether or not to 
use the variable S.A.T. adjustment. If we should decide to 
use it, how should it be adjusted? 
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One at a time. First of all, how do you know when to 
use it? My rule of thumb is, if the ground is so bad that I 
have had to turn the gain down below about 2 or 3, it’s time 
to crank in some S.A.T. speed. (See the end of this section 
for some advice on the White’s GMT, which requires a little 
different technique.) 


How much? This requires a little trial and error. I will 
describe to you how I go about it, and you can take it from 
there. 


Start by placing a small test nugget under some dirt in 
the area where you are having trouble. The size of the nugget 
can vary from a grain up to 3 or 4 grains or more depending 
on how bad the ground is. It should be small/deep enough 
that it gives a fairly weak signal. 


Next, speed the S.A.T. up all the way and start sweeping 
the coil over the nugget and some of the surrounding ground. 
(Remember that on the Goldmaster V/sat, the switch has to 
be in the S.A.T. position for the S.A.T. knob to work.) You 
want to keep your sweep speed and height as smooth and 
consistent as possible. At this point, it is possible that you 
won’t even be able to hear the nugget. Now, as you continue 
to sweep over the nugget, slowly turn down the S.A.T. speed. 
You will notice the nugget get louder as you do this. 


Here is the catch. The nugget will be the loudest with 
the S.A.T. at it’s slowest. But, the ground will also be at it’s 
loudest. You already knew that or you wouldn’t be playing 
with the S.A.T. in the first place. What you want to find is 
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the S.A.T. speed at which the nugget is as distinct from the 
ground as possible. There will be a point in the SAT’s 
adjustment where the nugget will be more distinct and 
discernible than at any other point. It won’t be the loudest it 
can be, but it will be the most distinct that it can be compared 
to the ground. That is what you are looking for. As you 
slow the S.A.T. speed from it’s maximum, the target will 
almost always come back before the ground does. 


Now there is good news and bad news that goes along 
with this. The bad news is that the adjustment you just made 
cost you some depth. The good news is that you can probably 
get at least some of it back. Maybe most of it. How much 
depth you can recover will depend on the ground. Doesn’t 
almost everything? 


If speeding up the S.A.T. helped, but the ground is still 
being difficult, you have probably done the best you can. 
On the other hand, if the situation has improved considerably, 
you can probably turn up the gain a little and get back some 
of your depth. There are two things you should keep in 
mind as you do this. 


The first is, don’t forget that on the Goldmaster V/sat, 
the gain and ground balance are tied together. When you 
change the gain, you will need to re-ground balance. 


The second is, with the S.A.T. speeded up, you probably 


can’t pump the coil fast enough to outrun the S.A.T.. You 
won’t be able to tell what is happening with the threshold 
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tone, which means that you won’t be able to properly make 
your ground balance adjustments. 


The answer is to do a little 2-step. Make a mental note 
of where the S.A.T. is set and then turn it down to normal. 
Next, increase the gain by one or two hash marks and re- 
ground balance. The last step is to raise the S.A.T. back up 
to where you had it set originally. Note that this little 2-step 
is not necessary on the GM3 because the gain is electronically 
compensated. Just increase the gain a hash mark or two. 


Now try it out on your test nugget. If the ground is still 
under control, great. You might even want to try increasing 
the gain a little more. If the ground is out of hand again, 
your best bet is probably to put the gain back to where it was 
and settle for the slight loss of depth. 


You should also be aware that there are nugget hunters 
out there who always use the S.A.T. speeded up. (I’m one 
of them.) They set the gain anywhere from one to several 
hash marks above where they would normally have it and 
run the S.A.T. at about 1/2 to 3/4 or so. Some of the people 
who are using the faster S.A.T. speeds are doing quite well. 
Once you get a feel for the S.A.T. and what it can do, 
experiment and find what works best for you in the areas 
that you hunt. 


The White’s GMT is a little different breed. With this 
machine, when things get bad, try playing around with the 
upper 1/3 of the SAT range before you reduce the gain. The 
bottom 2/3 of the SAT works like normal, but the upper 1/3 
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has a little software hocus pocus thrown in. The threshold 
gets a little jumpy, but the results can be amazing. The ground 
eases up and nuggets really snap. Try it. 


To close this section, I would like to tell you a couple of 
quick stories to show you how valuable a variable S.A.T. 
can be. 


The first happened during a field seminar that was given 
on Rich Hill in Arizona. For those of you who haven’t been 
to Rich Hill, I’ tell you here and now that it has some of the 
worst ground this side of Australia. It is bad enough on the 
surface, but in the dozer cuts, it is really terrible. 


Now, while I am going to withhold last names to protect 
the guilty, let it be known that the fellow who was sponsoring 
this particular seminar had planted a nugget patch so that all 
of the participants could dig up at least one nugget. 
Unfortunately, he didn’t check the area with a detector before 
he planted them, (Did you Paul?) and he inadvertently chose 
one of the worst patches of ground on the hill. I was one of 
the instructors involved, and it was brought to my attention 
that no one was finding their planted nuggets. 


This all occurred soon after the release of the Goldmaster 
V/sat. I had a brand new one along, but hadn’t had much of 
a chance to use it. So, I grabbed my trusty old Goldmaster II 
and headed up to the patch to see for myself what was going 
on. 
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20 minutes later: “Um, excuse me, but is this the right 
place?” \couldn’t find anything either! I had to check and 
make sure that I was in the right spot! “Pardon me, I'll be 
right back.” 


Headed back down to the truck for the V/sat, hoping 
that it would solve the problem. It took probably 15-20 
minutes of playing to figure out the best way to set up the 
machine. After that, finding the nuggets was much easier. 
We ended up recovering all but a couple of them. 


The other incident occurred two summers ago (1995) in 
the California motherlode area. I was helping to give 
seminars in some of the hydraulic pits in the area, and ended 
up with some free time to do a little hunting on my own. 


This particular day found me working a pit that was new 
tome. There was a really bad patch of ground where I found 
a 10 grain nugget maybe an inch deep. I barely heard that 
nugget! A 10 grain near surface nugget with a Goldmaster 
should really snap. Knowing that I could probably do better, 
used that 10 grainer for a test nugget, since I don’t normally 
carry one that large with me. I stuck the nugget back under 
the ground and spent the next 10 minutes playing with the 
machine and trying to find a combination of settings that 
would give the best results. (That distinct signal I keep 
harping on.) 


That was time well spent. I hunted back through that 
patch and picked up another 4 nuggets. The smallest was 


181 


Chapter 1 


under 5 grains and the largest was fairly deep and weighed 
23 grains, almost a pennyweight. 


In my opinion, the biggest factor in finding those nuggets 
was the ability to adjust the S.A.T. speed. The ground was 
noisy bright red dirt with patches of wet, green, decomposed 
serpentine mixed in. It doesn’t get much worse. 


The fully adjustable S.A.T. speed is a major improvement 
for nugget hunting machines. In the right circumstances, it 
can make all the difference in the world. 
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About False Targets 


If you spend a lot of time digging up false targets, it is 
not only frustrating, but costs you time that could be better 
spent looking for nuggets. Let’s look at some of the false 
targets that you are likely to run across and some ways to 
help avoid or identify them. You may still start to dig some 
of them up, but at least you will have an idea what is going 
on as you start to uncover them. 


Half a Coldstone 


Although this was covered in “Zip Zip, Mastering Your 
Nugget Detector’, it bears repeating. If the extreme end of 
your sweep happens to be directly over a coldstone that you 
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are not tuned for, the bong will occur as you start back. On 
some of those really nasty coldstones, that bong is pretty 
short and sharp. [t can sound very much like a target. 


Anytime that you get an iffy signal, especially if you can 
only hear it in one direction, you should be suspicious. If 
you are hearing a null before the signal, be extremely 
suspicious. With metal targets, the slight null occurs after 
the signal, if at all. Sweep well to the sides of your ‘target’ 
and try to determine if what you are listening to is really a 
target or some form of mineralization. 


Also remember that you can easily identify cold stones 
with a quick turn of your fine ground balance knob. A full 
rotation clockwise will produce a change in any coldstone I 
have ever run across. If the ground and coldstone are close 
(tune-wise) as they are in most areas, it will take much less 
than a full turn of the fine knob to make a change in the 
response you are getting. 


Roots 


The roots of various plants and trees can give signals 
that range from barely audible to “Wow, good signal!”. | 
suspect that the reason for the signals is the minerals in the 
sap that the plant brings up through the root system. Ona 
given plant, I have found some roots that would make noise 
and some that wouldn’t. Nugget hunting can be a real head- 
scratcher sometimes. 
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If the spot you are in will allow it, sweeping from a 
different angle will often help identify these pests. If you 
can sweep parallel with the root the signal will usually go 
away or at least mellow out some. 


On the other hand, tree roots tend to trap nuggets. I have 
found more than a few nuggets lodged right up against roots, 
especially when the roots happen to run along bedrock or in 
cracks in bedrock. Sweeping across these signals from a 
different direction will cause little or no change. 


If you run into this root problem on a regular basis, a 
small, lightweight folding saw would probably be a wise 
addition to your arsenal. Some of the little backpacker models 
will easily fit in a pocket. Simply cut out the section of root 
under suspicion and try again. 


Ashes 


Some areas, and especially the desert, contain pockets 
ofash which give areally good signal. There are two versions 
of this that I have run into, although it is possible that they 
are both the same thing at different stages of decomposition. 


The first is easy to identify because you will think that 
you are digging up a camp fire. In fact, you may be. In 
remote areas, a more likely explanation is that you have found 
the roots of a plant or tree that burned completely, roots and 
all. The remaining charcoal gives a really good signal. 
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The second type is just a pocket of powdery grey ash. It 
gives a very good signal and can occur just about anywhere. 
Whether or not it is just decomposed charcoal, I don’t know, 
but if you are digging a target and start getting into that light 
colored ash material, dig no further. The only exception I 
would make to this is if] were in a good nugget patch. Then, 
I would do my best to dig up the ash and spread it around so 
that I could tell if it was hiding any nuggets. 


Mineralization Lines 


I have noticed this phenomenon most often in the 
hydraulic pits in the Sierra Motherlode. Be aware that you 
must use a little caution and not discount the possibility of a 
nugget in this situation. 


What will happen is this: you will get a good signal, but 
it extends anywhere from several inches to over a foot in a 
more or less straight line. If you can imagine the grain of 
the bedrock looking a little like the grain in a piece of wood, 
the line would run parallel with the grain. Often, but not 
always, there is a line of color change associated with the 
signal. The reason that you don’t want to discount the idea 
of a nugget is because they often hide in such cracks, and if 
there is a bunch of nuggets down in one of these seams, it 
sounds very much like the signal from a mineralization line. 


Often, you can tell the nuggets from the mineral lines by 
turning 90 degrees and sweeping along the crack. The 
mineralization change will either sound weak and very much 
the same it’s entire length or you may not hear it at all from 
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this angle. If there is a nugget, it will still sound like a target, 
although maybe weaker. If there is a bunch of little nuggets 
down in the crack, it will sound like a long drawn out target. 


Avoiding Hot Rocks and Hot Patches 


If you are running into hot rocks or hot patches of dirt, 
there is a technique that you may be able to use to help 
identify these pests. This won’t work very well with small 
hot rocks. The bigger the hot rock or hot patch, the easier it 
is to employ this technique. 


What you want to do is pay very close attention to exactly 
where your coil is when you first start to hear the ‘signal’ in 
each direction as you sweep. If you will try this with a real 
metal target, you will see that the signal is in almost the 
same spot no matter which direction you sweep. On the 
other hand, when you sweep over a large hot rock or hot 
patch, you will see that the signal starts well to the side of a 
center spot. The signal will have died out before your coil 
gets to the spot where the signal started when you swept 
from the opposite direction. 


This technique can also help with many other types of 
mineralization. Really pay close attention to where the coil 
is when you are hearing a signal. Slow down a bit if you 
need to. Don’t forget to make wide sweeps to give the 
threshold a chance to settle down before you get to the 
‘target’. If you can’t make a fairly precise X and say ‘Dig 
here’, then the odds are that you are dealing with some type 
of mineralization. 
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Targets and False Targets in General 


Anytime that you are digging a target and you move dirt 
off the top of the target, your signal should get louder. Also, 
if you can get the coil closer to the target, even marginally, 
the signal should get louder. Nearly anything that you do 
with a real target short of dropping it further into a deep hole 
should enhance the signal. Mineralization is the opposite. 
As you move dirt off of it or get closer, the signal will either 
get quieter or stay the same. Either way, it is a really good 
indication that you are on a wild goose chase. 
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There is nothing wrong with chasing wild geese 
as long as that is what you want to be doing. 
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This chapter contains a wide assortment of tips, ideas, 
and pointers. These are a bunch of those little things that, 
when added together, help form the big picture ofa successful 
nugget hunter. 


Tips on Where to Hunt 


You should always be aware of your surroundings and 
try to stay alert to any clue as to where you might find that 
next nugget. Gold can indeed turn up in some weird, difficult, 
or out-of-the-way spots. Here are some ideas to get you 
started. 
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This one seems very obvious, but its amazing to me how 
many people simply will not hunt in a trashy area. Anytime 
you find a bunch of trash that hasn’t been messed with, that 
is virgin ground. No one else has hunted there. 


Now, clearly, we want to use a little common sense here. 
If you are out doing some real prospecting, poking around a 
new area and checking it out, then you probably would want 
to pass on clearing away that huge pile of old rusty tin cans. 
On the other hand, if you were hunting some area that you 
knew had produced a lot of gold in the past, you could 
probably find a lot worse way to spend your time than 
clearing away a pile of old cans that no one else had bothered 
with. 


Particularly in some of the hydraulic pits that I have 
hunted, there are a lot of nuggets to be found. In those same 
pits, there are almost always trash piles, patches of square 
nails, shot up hillsides, broken down equipment, etc. that no 
one wants to bother with. If you are willing to take the time 
to clear out the trash, you may be very pleasantly surprised 
at what you might find. Some of those pits had so much 
gold that almost any virgin spot will be productive. 


Worked Out Patches 
I couldn’t even start to tell you how much gold I have 


found in ‘worked out’ patches. Anytime I see where someone 
else has hunted a lot, moved rocks or other surface debris, 
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scraped, or just made a lot of dig holes, I will check it out. 
There are several good reasons for doing this. 


First and foremost, they didn’t do all that work for no 
reason. The odds are excellent that they were finding gold. 


Second, no one, and I mean no one, ever gets it all. I 
don’t care how good you are or how good your machine is, 
there are always nuggets you miss. It could be operator 
error or just the fact that some of the nuggets are too marginal 
for different reasons. Whatever the case, if someone found 
gold in an area, there is more. Believe it. 


Third, I have faith in my ability and in my machine. If 
someone else was in there finding gold, I figure that all I 
have to do is hunt a little harder or more skillfully than the 
last guy in order to find some that he missed. It’s there, and 
I know that if I try hard enough, I can find it. I usually do. 


You need to develop this kind of attitude if you are to be 
a successful nugget hunter. It’s like having someone bury 
test nuggets out in front of you. You have to believe that the 
gold is there, and then hunt hard for it. If you miss it the 
first time, go back and try even harder the second time. 


I can give youa little example that happened just a couple 
of weeks ago. Sue and I took our vacation up in the Sierra 
gold country and we were hunting a hydraulic pit that was 
getting some pretty steady pressure. The second day in there, 
I found a spot where someone had moved a lot of rocks and 
cleared all the brush in a little area about 5’ x 10’. Knowing 
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that they didn’t go to all that trouble for nothing, I started 
hunting the area. 


The first quick pass yielded about a half dozen little 
nuggets, so I knew there was probably more that I was 
missing also. I slowed way down, fine tuned my machine 
(and kept it that way), and started picking the place apart a 
few inches at a time, working each spot from several 
directions. I also kept moving all the loose stuff out of the 
way so that I could get my coil right down on the ground. 
The final tally was 44 nuggets, the largest being a nice little 
8 1/2 grain clinker that was down nearly 5 inches. In an area 
where the average nugget is well under a grain, that was a 
dandy. 


The mineralization in the area wasn’t severe by any 
means, but there was some, and it tended to change a lot. 


When I say that I kept my machine fine tuned, I mean 
that I kept re-ground balancing to each little area of dirt. A 
good average ground balance would work in an area like 
that to just hunt through and see if there is anything there. 
That is what I did on the first pass. However, once you find 
gold, tuning ‘by the inch’ will produce smaller and deeper 
nuggets. 


Lalso ran my gain right at the limit that the ground would 
allow. I normally hunt with less than the maximum allowable 
gain because everything becomes less critical. It’s more fun 
and easier to hunt that way. However, when I am finding 
nuggets, all bets are off. I will push it as hard as I can. 
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When you are using the maximum gain that the ground will 
allow, it is harder to get a good ground balance and harder to 
keep it. Hunting this way is slow and tedious, but ohh so 
rewarding! 


AFew More Spots 


Here are a few more places to hunt that you might not 
have thought about. Hopefully, these will get you to thinking 
and, next time out, you will add some more of your own to 
the list. 


Boulders: Anytime you see boulders in a gold bearing 
area, you should check them out a little more closely. If 
they look river worn, there is a chance that they were in one 
of the ancient rivers. If that is the case, they had a lot of 
gold flow around and over them. If they have any cracks or 
pits in them that could trap nuggets, you should check them 
out. Even boulders in modern watercourses should be 
investigated. Boulders are heavy and tend to sit on the bottom 
where the gold flows. I doesn’t take long to check out a few 
and see if you get any ‘bites’. 


Cemented gravels: If there are chunks of cemented 
gravels around, check them out. If they were once gold 
bearing gravel, then they still are. Whatever cemented them 
together has also locked the gold in place. 


Steep flows: If you spend much time in hydraulic pits, 
you will find smaller pits and hills that have moderate to 
really steep sides. What I like to look for is the narrow little 
waterflows or waterfalls that run down these steep spots. I 
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have found a lot of nuggets in the sides of hills or pits that 
were so steep that I had to use my digging tool to cut steps to 
stand on, and I’m a rock climber! The main 2 things to look 
for are bedrock either exposed or right under the surface, 
and the cracks in the bedrock being perpendicular to the 
flow of water so that they act like riffles. If you find these 2 
conditions, it doesn’t seem to matter how steep it is, gold 
can still be trapped there. 


I also like to look for these little flows in other types of 
gold bearing areas. When you are patch hunting the hills, 
always check out the little tiny washes and mini-flows on 
the hill sides. 


Quartz: Never forget that gold likes to form in and 
around quartz. If you are finding quartz rocks or boulders, 
it might be worth your time to check them for bits of gold 
vein. There have been some huge specimens found this way. 
This seems to be especially true of the California Sierras. 
The quartz containing gold in these areas can be very clean 
and white, unlike the stained quartz that we usually associate 
with gold in the desert areas. In the desert, the more stained, 
fractured, and funky looking the quartz, the better the chance 
that there is gold associated with it. In the motherlode 
country, all bets are off. I have seen gold in the purest snow- 
white quartz you can imagine. Here in the desert, we call 
that ‘bull’ quartz and seldom give it a second look. 


Caliche: In some areas caliche will form the effective 
bedrock for that area. You will not find much, if any, gold 
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beneath it, even though the real bedrock is well below the 
caliche. 


You should also be aware that when caliche gets wet and 
stays that way for a while, it gets soft. Soft enough to let 
nuggets sink in. I have dug (chiseled is more like it) nuggets 
out of caliche that were 10” deep. You almost need dynamite. 
Just remember that even though all you see is smooth, barren 
caliche, there could still be gold in there. 


Trees: If you find trees growing in or immediately 
adjacent to a gold bearing water course, take a closer look. 
Any knot holes that have spent any time under water? How 
about the bark, is it really rough and gnarly? Could it trap 
nuggets that were shoved against it by floodwater? How 
about rodent holes that spend some time under water? All 
of these places can trap gold, along with the tangle of roots 
sticking into the edge of the river. 


Patterns 


Hunting for nuggets can be a little like bass fishing. On 
any given day, the fish tend to hang out in similar places on 
a lake. For instance, if you find that the fish on a point are 
holding on the shady side of a drop off in 18 feet of water, it 
is almost guaranteed that if you can find another point with 
a shady drop off in 18 feet of water, you will find more 
cooperative bass. 
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Nuggets can be quite similar, except that fortunately for 
us, they don’t move from day to day. If you are hunting an 
area and you find nuggets in a particular type of dirt, look 
for more of it. Chances are pretty good that you will find 
more nuggets. I have been in places where this was almost 
a law. Not every patch of that type of dirt would have 
nuggets, but every nugget I found was in that type of dirt. 


In other places, it may be a certain type or orientation of 
bedrock. In some areas, the angle of the slope may decide 
the presence of nuggets. I could go on all day with examples. 
The point is, when you find nuggets in an area, try to figure 
out if there is any kind of pattern that you can use to your 
advantage. 


Hunt Areas With Potential 


There are exceptions, but if there is gold bearing ground 
somewhere in a given area, there is probably more gold 
bearing ground nearby. Some of these spots are bound to be 
more popular than others. The most popular ones will get 
beat to death. That makes for a tough place to hunt. If you 
are pretty good and the area had a lot of gold, you may still 
be able to do all right. If you are still trying to get a handle 
on things and find those first few nuggets, try to hunt areas 
that haven’t seen as much traffic. 


You can apply this advice on almost any scale that you 
want to. For instance: there are foreign countries where the 
goldfields have never seen a metal detector; areas within a 
given state or county near big population centers will get hit 
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harder than areas out in the boondocks; parts of a gold 
bearing area that are near a road will get hit harder than the 
far corners; even in a small area, the open easy places will 
get hit more often than the hard to hunt spots under brush, 
near rocks, on steep slopes etc. 


Especially if you are trying to find your very first few 
nuggets, try to hunt areas that have the most potential. The 
quicker you can get those first few nuggets under your belt, 
the better chance you have of staying with this great hobby 
and developing the necessary confidence to become a 
successful nugget hunter. 


Test Nuggets 


I can’t emphasize how important it is that you carry, and 
use, a test nugget. It doesn’t matter whether you are a 
beginner, an advanced hunter, or somewhere in between. 
The better you get, the less often you will need it, but there 
will still come a time when you will find use for it. 


A test nugget has two purposes in life. One is to tune the 
detector. The other is to tune the detectorist. 


A test nugget is not supposed to be used as a battery 
check, yet I continually see people using test nuggets the 
size of a wad of chewing gum. A test nugget that size will 
tell you exactly 2 things: 

1) You have good batteries in your machine. 
2) You installed them properly. 
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For a test nugget to tune either you or your machine, it 
needs to be at least a little challenging to hear. You will 
need to pick your test nugget(s) based on your machine and 
the ground you typically hunt in. Having a couple of different 
sizes along may be a good idea. 


Tuning the Detectorist 


As far as tuning you, the detectorist, first and foremost 
is your ears. Most people, and especially beginners and 
converted coin hunters, want to hear a nice loud signal from 
their targets. Unfortunately, the vast majority of nuggets are 
not so obliging. You need to train your ears for those little 
whispers. That faint little zip sound should wake you up out 
ofa sound sleep. It needs to get your full attention no matter 
what you are doing. 


One of my favorite examples of this happened just this 
last summer (1996). I had found a couple of nice little 
nuggets in some bedrock at the edge of a mini-pit. There 
was a4’ tall pile of rocks that started about a foot back from 
the edge of this little pit and extended for several more feet. 
I figured that if there were nuggets in the exposed bedrock, 
there were probably more in the bedrock that ran under the 
rock pile. 


Sue was with me and we were using a detector without 
headphones since we were constantly picking it up, setting 
it down, trading places, etc. I was bent over with my back to 
the mini-pit, grabbing rocks and throwing them between my 
legs into the pit, making quite a racket. Sue was about 6-8 
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feet off to my left trying to detect through all the noise that I 
was making. At one point, she hit a faint little signal and I 
instantly stopped what I was doing, my head snapped up, 
and I said “Ooh, that sounds nice!”’. 


That is the kind of reaction you need. That is how well 
that little sound needs to be ingrained into your brain. Finding 
lots of nuggets will eventually get you to that point, but there 
is a faster way. If you are willing to do this, you can force 
that sound recognition into your mind. Here’s how: 


Go out in your backyard or a deserted field or someplace 
where it’s quiet and you will be left alone. Then plant your 
test nugget deep enough that you can barely, and I mean 
barely hear it. (Check to make sure that you have a patch of 
ground without other targets first.) Now stand there and 
sweep across your test nugget over and over again. Do it 
until you can’t stand it and then do it a little longer. 


At first, you will listen to the sound. Work on your 
consistency and sweep speed while you are doing this. Try 
to get the best signal you can off that faint target, and try to 
make it sound the same every sweep. After a while you will 
get real tired of this activity. You will get bored, tired, start 
yawning, curse my name, and wonder how I ever talked you 
into doing something so ridiculous. Believe it or not, that is 
what we are after. Let me explain what is happening. 


When you first started, your conscious mind was listening 


to the faint zip over and over. When you got to the point 
where you started to yawn and got bored to tears, that was 
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your conscious mind saying “I’VE GOT IT 
ALREADY!!!!!. At that point, your subconscious took 
over. That is what we want. 


If you are persistent, you might last 20 minutes to a half 
hour the first day. Go out the next day and do it again. You 
will probably only last half as long. After 3 or 4 days, that 
little sound will be firmly ingrained into your mind. The 
next time you hear it while hunting, it will get your full and 
undivided attention. At that point, you will probably never 
forget that sound or walk past a small or deep nugget again. 


The second part of tuning the detectorist is in adjusting 
your sweep speed to the ground you are hunting. I covered 
this in the original “Zip Zip”, but I want to briefly mention it 
again. 


Every patch of ground will have an optimum sweep speed 
for the particular machine you are using and the way you 
have it set up. To find this speed, put your test nugget in the 
ground and sweep over it at different speeds until you find 
the one that gives the most distinct response (here we go 
with that distinct word again) that you can get compared to 
the ground. In general, you will find that as the ground gets 
more mineralized, you will need to slow down. 


Once you find that speed, you want to just start hunting 
as you are still sweeping at the correct speed. It helps to 
have marked your test nugget or have a string attached so 
you can go back and pick it up easily. Just remember, as 
you are sweeping across your test nugget at the optimum 
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speed, you want to just step forward and start hunting. You 
don’t have to hunt far, but go far enough that your mind and 
muscles have a chance to pick up the rhythm that you need 
in that area. I see students hunting too fast or slow until 
they hit a target, and then they will change to the proper 
speed to try to pinpoint the target. Doesn’t it make sense to 
hunt at the optimum speed all the time? 


The third part of tuning the detectorist is in refining your 
coil control. Please see the section called ‘Games’ in the 
‘Mental Aspects’ chapter for more details about this 
important function of test nuggets. 


Tuning the Detector 


When you are setting up your machine, there are 3 
primary adjustments, the combination of which will probably 
be unique to each different patch of ground that you hunt. 
These are the gain, ground balance and SAT speed, and you 
will probably end up making the initial settings in that order. 


In mild ground or if you are just cruising around hunting 
for a patch, your initial settings will probably be sufficient 
and you can go about your business. On the other hand, if 
you are in really bad ground or if you are in a known nugget 
patch, it is time for some fine tuning. 


Now I don’t care how good you think you are, the only 
way to know if you really have those knobs at their optimum 
setting is to put a test nugget in the ground and check it out. 
If you are a pretty good nugget hunter, the test nugget may 
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only confirm that you had things set up OK, and that’s fine. 
Now you know. On the other hand, there is a good chance 
that a little tweaking here and there will help. Here again, 
you can see the folly of having an oversized test nugget. 
You could be off quite a bit in your adjustments and still 
hear the nugget loud and clear and assume that all is well. 


Use a small enough test nugget and actually put it in the 
ground. Then play with those 3 critical settings until you 
are getting the most distinct signal possible from your nugget. 





There is that word again, ‘distinct’. You are not 
necessarily after the loudest signal you can get. It is possible 
that the loudest signal will also be the most distinct, but in 
highly mineralized ground, it is not likely. 


Play with those three knobs until you find the 
combination where you can best tell the nugget from the 
surrounding ground. You don’t want to just sweep over the 
nugget as you are doing this. Sweep all around you, getting 
a feel for what the ground sounds like, and then go over the 
nugget just once at the same speed and see if it is easily 
distinguished from the ground. Use the principles covered 
in “Zip Zip, Mastering Your Nugget Detector” to set up your 
machine for optimum performance. 


A lot of hunters are out in the field without test nuggets. 
“Only beginners use test nuggets.” Don’t fall into this trap. 
A test nugget is an important tool in a nugget hunters arsenal. 
Don’t leave home without it! 
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When to Hunt Fast or Slow 


There are a couple of things to consider in choosing a 
speed to hunt a given area, and if you watch most people, 
they never change speed no matter what. I think that this is 
a major mistake which is inefficient and will cost you 
nuggets. 


Remember, every patch of ground will have an optimum 
sweep speed that will give you the most distinct signal on a 
target. You are not necessarily after the loudest response 
from the target. You are after the most distinct response 
compared to the ground. (I know, I know, you are tired of 
hearing about that. Couldn’t be that I’m trying to pound it 
into your subconscious, could it?) (Hmmm, maybe I should 
try subliminal messages...) 


When we talk about hunting fast/slow, there are other 
considerations besides sweep speed. Are you going to breeze 
through the area hunting fairly quickly or are you going to 
cautiously overlap every sweep? Are you going to hunt an 
area from every angle or just cruise through once? Are you 
going to carefully grid the area or just sort of meander 
around? Are you going to spend 5 minutes or 5 hours in this 
patch of ground? These are important considerations that 
will have a large influence on what kind of day you are going 
to have. 


Learning most of this is largely a matter of experience 
and will come with time. What I can try to do here is give 
you some guidelines that will hopefully keep you from 
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wasting a lot of time in a worthless area or running past a 
good spot. 


When you pull up to a new area, if it is very large, it is 
easy to be overwhelmed. You think to yourself “Gee, look 
at all the country I have to cover!” and then the race is on. 
You try to cover as much ground as possible in a day. This 
will usually get you a tired arm and shoulder and little more. 
There are things to look for that can help you narrow down 
your search. You want to spend as much time as possible in 
the promising areas and as little time as possible in what are 
probably barren areas. 


One of the first things I like to look for is old tailings. 
This is especially true if you are in a desert type area, although 
this can apply anywhere. These tailings are a great place to 
start and what they hold can be a good indicator of what you 
might expect to find in the area. Tailings are not a place to 
race through. Take your time, especially with the fine tailings 
from drywashers. Some of those old timers left a lot of gold 
in their fine tailings. 


The next step might be to check out some washes that 
don’t have tailings in them. Are they without tailings because 
the old timers didn’t find any gold in them or because they 
didn’t get to them? If they were drywashing the gullies and 
washes, there had to be a wash that they planned on going to 
next. Look for it. 


When you are hunting these washes, you don’t need to 
hunt as carefully as you did the tailings, but don’t race 
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through either. You are looking for that telltale nugget to tip 
you off. If you find it, slow down, and hunt harder. There 
will be more. 


If you find a productive wash, whether it has tailings or 
not, you should check the sides, head, and surrounding hills 
and ridges. These areas can be hunted a little quicker. When 
you are ‘surface’ or ‘patch’ hunting like this, listen for 
mineralization. The worse it gets, the more you want to 
slow down and hunt carefully. Remember that you are 
looking for nugget patches, not individual nuggets. Once 
you find the patch, then you start looking for individual 
nuggets. 


I know that this can be a difficult distinction, looking for 
patches and looking for individual nuggets. After all, you 
can only handle one target at a time and we are always looking 
for nuggets. What I am trying to say is that when you are 
hunting for a patch, you don’t need to crawl along digging 
up every little noise that you come across. Dig up the 
‘obvious’ targets, the ones that you can pretty much tell 
whether they are really a target or not. Every patch I have 
ever found had some nuggets that were fairly easy to hear, 
especially compared to some of the really small and deep 
ones. You are after one of those easy ones. That is the tip- 
off. Once you find that one, start looking hard for the rest. 


Surface hunt fairly quickly, listening not for signals but 
to the ground. Gold generally occurs in mineralized veins, 
and when the hills erode away, the mineralization and gold 
end up in the same general area. If you are hunting along 
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and not hearing any mineralization, keep going. In these 
situations, you don’t even need to overlap. 


When you start to hear mineralization, slow down. It 
doesn’t matter whether the ground is changing a lot, getting 
noisier, holding more hot/cold rocks...slow down. The worse 
it gets, the more carefully you should hunt it. Nuggets like 
to hang out in the worst spots. Again, you are looking for 
that one telltale nugget to tip you off. 


When you are out patch hunting, if you are in quiet 
ground and hear a signal, don’t pass it up. On rare occasions, 
you will find nuggets in quiet ground. Look for the most 
probable areas, but don’t wear blinders. Be prepared for the 
gold to be anywhere. 


If your area has bedrock, that is another productive place 
to hunt. It doesn’t matter if it is in the bottoms, or on the 
side hills or ridges. Bedrock is where the gold has to stop 
it’s downward trek, so it is a concentrating place and worth 
hunting. I will usually start hunting bedrock at about a 
medium pace. Not quite as slowly as tailings, but not as 
casually as in patch hunting. If you find gold, it is time to 
slow way down and hunt very carefully, concentrating on 
the cracks. 


Tn areas like hydraulic pits, the gold can be anywhere. It 
doesn’t matter what the ground looks or sounds like. The 
gold was moved around by water, whether it was the ancient 
rivers or the old timers. Wherever the gold settled out of the 
water is where it is, and the water doesn’t make any 
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distinction between noisy and quiet ground. Also, a lot of 
erosion has taken place, so it may not look the same now as 
it did when the gold was laid down. 


Hunt areas like these hydraulic pits using the hit and run 
technique. When you choose to hunt a spot, assume that the 
gold is there and hunt that way. If you don’t find anything 
within a reasonable period of time, try another spot. 


Sooner or later, you will hit that tattletale nugget. Then 
it is time to reach into your bag of tricks and pull out your 
very best techniques. Work it every way that you can and 
try not to leave anything behind. | will tell you right now 
that if you don’t finish what you start, someone else will. 
Like me! 


Be Methodical 


When you step up to an area that you plan to hunt, take 
a minute to look it over and develop a plan of attack. The 
most common method is to just charge in and go. This will 
usually result in some areas getting missed and others getting 
doubled up on. We are creatures of habit by nature. You 
will tend to hunt through an area in pretty much the same 
manner each time unless you make a conscious effort to avoid 
such behavior. 


Something else that I see a lot of, especially with 
beginners, is the bad habit of sweeping repeatedly over the 
same little spot before randomly moving to the next little 
spot. I call this connect the dots. You will be time and 
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effort ahead if you will sweep each spot just one time. If 
you sweep over a spot properly and you don’t hear anything, 
then continue with the next sweep, overlapping as you go. 
If you don’t hear anything in a spot on the first sweep, and if 
you made that sweep properly, then hitting the same spot 
four or five more times isn’t going to change things. Hunt 
with good technique and learn to have confidence in your 
methods and abilities. Just as it is important to be able to 
identify a target, it is also important to know when there 


isn’t a target. 








Look at an area, and try to put a mental grid on it. Then 
hunt the grid. Knowing how wide your average sweep is, 
you can use brush or rocks or whatever to help you visualize 
a grid. Remember that you are trying to come up with a 
plan to make sure that you don’t miss anything, but you also 
don’t want to be hunting the same spots more than once. 


Realize that I am not talking about surface hunting a 
hillside in the desert hoping to run into a patch. In an area 
like that, just wandering is probably as good a technique as 
any. What I am talking about now applies to places where 
you have found, or have good reason to believe that there 
are, nuggets. Hunt carefully and methodically, and don’t 
waste time and energy re-doing what you have already done. 


Customize Your Equipment 


This is another subject that was covered in the original 
“Zip Zip’, but is important enough to go over again. Don’t 
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try to adapt yourself to your equipment. Make your 
equipment fit you. 


Are you going to have a more productive day if your 
chest harness fits properly and you can basically ignore it, 
or if it hurts your shoulders, or lets the detector box flop in 
your face, or lets the coil wire get bent so much so that it 
makes false noise, etc.? Will you hunt longer and concentrate 
better if your rod is the proper length or if your shoulder 
hurts from the rod being too Jong, or your back hurts from 
the rod being too short? If your headphone cord is constantly 
getting in the way and tangled up in everything, you will 
waste time fighting with it. Your frustration level will go up 
and your patience will go down. None of this will help you 
find nuggets. 


What to do? Adjust your harness so that it fits properly. 
Modify it or make your own if necessary. Adjust the rod to 
the proper length. Shorten the cord, or at least coil it up 
neatly, rubber band it, and tuck it inside a pocket or your 
detector harness or clip it to your shirt. Whatever you do, 
do something. Make your equipment fit and work for you 
and the way you hunt. Get everything straightened out and 
in it’s place so that when you are in the field, you can spend 
your time doing what you are out there for, nugget hunting. 


This whole idea of customization can also be expanded 
to include being properly equipped for the area you will be 
hunting on any given day. You won’t use the same type of 
digging tool in an open desert area that you would in hard 
bedrock. The plastic cup that serves you so well for target 
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separation in the dry dirt up in the hills will probably have 
you ready to toss it in the round file if you try to use it in the 
wet dirt or clay of a stream bank, or right after a big rainstorm. 
That big 13”-15” coil that works so well for those deep open 
country nuggets will have you worn out and frustrated if 
you try to use it in a tight little bouldery, bedrocky stream or 
a brush covered slope. 


Spend a little time thinking about the day ahead, where 
you will be hunting, and what conditions you expect to find. 
Then try to make your equipment match the expected 
conditions. You will be a much happier camper at the end 
of the day. 


As you are hunting, pay attention to those little things 
that annoy you. It doesn’t matter how-small they are, if they 
take your attention away from what you are doing, then they 
deserve your attention. Make a note of them as soon as 
possible, (I mean this literally, jot it down so you don’t forget 
before the next trip.) and when you get home, spend some 
time thinking about them. More precisely, think about how 
to eliminate them. There are many little things that you can 
do to customize your equipment to get rid of those pesky 
little annoyances. 


Learn to pay attention to your wishes. Try to be aware 


of them. Whenever you think of one of these, it goes in the 
above mentioned list. You know, stuff like: 
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> I wish that first loop of coil wire wasn’t always catching 
on brush. 

> I wish that knob was a little tighter so I didn’t keep moving 
it by accident. 

> I wish that switch was a little shorter so it didn’t keep 
getting bumped. 

> I wish my pick didn’t keep getting stuck in the holder 
like that. 

> [wish my headphone cord wasn’t always getting caught 
on my . (fill in the blank) 

> I wish that knob (switch/button) was in a different position 
so I could get to it easier. 

> I wish my detector wasn’t always sounding off on the 
metal in my boots. 

> Iwish my arm cup had some (more) padding in it so my 
arm didn’t get so sore. 

> Ete. etc. etc. 


You don’t have to live with these problems! Do 
something about them. If you are not electronically or 
mechanically inclined enough to change something, you 
probably have a friend or spouse or son or daughter who is. 


It is truly a pleasure to go into the field and have 
everything fit, work properly, and not give problems. You 
will hunt better, longer, and with a lot more enthusiasm. It 
sure beats the frustration of fighting your equipment all day 
long. It only makes sense that, all else being equal, the person 
who is concentrating on hunting will find more gold than 
the person who is busy fighting with his/her equipment. 
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Much better to end the day with a smile on your face, whether 
you find some gold or not. 


Cover Different Types of Ground 


The experience of driving into a new gold bearing area 
can range from being a piece of cake to being completely 
overwhelming. If you are in familiar ground, you shouldn’t 
have too much trouble. For instance, if you are used to 
hunting hydraulic pits, going to a new one shouldn’t throw 
too many curves at you. 


On the other hand, driving into a new area that you are 
completely unfamiliar with can be very intimidating. Maybe 
you have travelled out of state and this is unlike anything 
you’ve ever seen before. What now? 


Having a method to your madness is one of the best things 
you can do. When you get into a totally new area, go for a 
walk without your detector. See what’s there. How many 
different types of ground are there? Any tailings? Does 
bedrock show anywhere? Is there red dirt or quartz in the 
area? These questions and many more should go through 
your mind as you look the place over. 


As you walk around, try to identify several different types 
of ground. They may change colors, or have different rock 
content, or be a different texture, etc. Make a mental note of 
where they are. Then go back and spend a little time in each 
one. Listen to the ground itself via your detector. Is it 
mineralized? Quiet? Did you find any nuggets or hot rocks? 


214 


Other Considerations 


These are all clues. Use them to help sort out the area and 
help establish patterns. 


If you are truly prospecting, you have a tough row to 
hoe, because you are playing a guessing game. It is tough to 
know when to keep trying and when to say the area is barren 
and move on. I can’t help you here. You will have to use 
your own best judgement and common sense. 


If you are in an area that you know has produced gold in 
nugget form, then you have an advantage. You know that it 
is there. Then you keep trying different things until you 
find it. Once you do, then you try to establish patterns so 
that you can find more of it. 


Ifnecessary, use the ‘Toss the Nugget’ game to help you 
get to the point where if you are not finding nuggets, you 
know that it is because they are not there. Don’t get into the 
bad habit of second guessing yourself and wondering if you 
are just missing the nuggets. 


Hit and Run 


In nugget hunting, hit and run isn’t a crime. It is one of 
the best techniques that you can have for hunting known 
gold bearing areas. 


I use this method a lot when I am hunting, and almost 
exclusively in hydraulic pits. I will walk along with my 
detector over my shoulder looking for a likely spot to hunt. 
When I see one, I will spend a little time there. Knowing 
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that single nuggets are the exception rather than the rule, I 
am looking for a patch. I will hunt the spot carefully, 
assuming there is gold. If I dig 5 or 6 pieces of trash with no 
nuggets, or if I just don’t find anything, then I move on. I 
figure that if there is a patch there, a reasonable effort will 
produce a nugget. The exception would be if there were a 
huge amount of square nails or other trash that I knew I 
would have to wade through and clear out just in order to be 
able to hunt the spot. Then it depends on how good the 
general area is and what kind of mood I am in. 


Otherwise, I move on to the next spot and try again. I 
may do this most of the day and collect nothing but a bunch 
of lead and bird shot. But when I do hit a good spot, then 
the fun starts. Finding dozens of nuggets in a little area is 
not uncommon... 


> A couple of weeks ago a friend of mine found 68 little 
pieces in an area about 6’ x 6’. When you step into a spot 
like that, you can’t miss it unless your batteries died or your 
detector got turned off and you just don’t know it. Dan had 
spent 2 hours hunting that particular hydraulic pit and was 
just about ready to give up when he hit that patch. 


> Sue and I have both found over 100 nuggets in little 
patches in hydraulic pits. These little nuggets usually average 
under a grain each, but they add up. We just spent a couple 
of weeks of vacation up in the Sierras hunting hydraulic 
pits. I only found 5 nuggets that weighed over 3 grains, and 
none over a gram (15 grains), but I came home with over a 
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half ounce of gold. Biggest patch, 44 nuggets. Single nuggets 
not associated with a patch, less than a dozen. 


Don’t spend a lot of time in nonproductive areas. Talk 
to people, do your research, and find out the history of the 
area you are hunting. Does the gold tend to run in patches? 
It most likely does. Fortunately for us, patches are easier to 
hunt for than single nuggets. Try to put yourself in the best 
places you can. 


When you do find a nugget, slow down and hunt the 
area carefully. Assume that there is a patch there. Also, do 
not assume that the nugget you just found was in the middle 
of the patch. I have found single nuggets well outside the 
fringes of nugget patches, but close enough to be considered 
a part of the patch. Check the entire area thoroughly looking 
for more. Do your absolute best to turn that single nugget 
into a patch. If it is truly a single, then all you can do is 
shrug your shoulders, let out a sigh, and move on. Just don’t 
give up until you are sure. 


Consistency 


I’ve said this before, but it bears repeating. Consistency 
is the master that rides herd over all of the other elements of 
not only coil control, but most everything associated with 
nugget hunting. You can be doing everything pretty much 
the right way, but if you don’t do it the right way consistently, 
your overall success will suffer. 
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For most of you, your detector speaks a language which 
you are still trying to learn and understand. Now, if you are 
trying to learn a foreign language and you ask someone to 
repeat something, if they use a different word every time, 
you will never get it. 


Imagine if you were trying to learn English and I said 
the word “Jight”. Then you said “Huh?” “Bulb.” “Huh?” 
“Candle.” “Huh?” “Sun.” “Huh?” “Lamp.” “HUH???” 
At this rate, you would never learn the word “light”. 


The same applies to your detector. If you can’t make it 
repeat itself exactly, you will have a lot of trouble figuring 
out what is going on. The way to do this is with consistency 
in your coil control. Whether you are hearing a target, 
mineralization, hot rock, or coldstone, if it doesn’t sound 
exactly the same every time you sweep over it, you are going 
to have a very hard time learning to differentiate between 
the different sounds. 


With hot rocks for example, it takes an educated ear to 
tell the difference between a hot rock and a target, and that 
is assuming that you can make them sound exactly the same 
every time. Ifthe sounds are inconsistent, plan to do a lot of 
digging. 


Consistency comes with practice, and will happen 
automatically after a while. It has to do with muscle training 
and coordination. If you aren’t willing to wait for it to 
happen, make it happen. Once your mind gets the concept, 
you will get there much faster. 
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The way to teach yourself consistency is to make a 
conscious effort to get a consistent sound off of everything 
that you come across. I find myself still doing this 
occasionally as reinforcement. When you hit a target, 
suspected target, coldstone or whatever, make yourself sweep 
across it over and over until you can make it sound exactly 
the same (and the best that it can sound) four or five times in 
arow. You will learn the different sounds much more quickly 
and shorten the amount of time it takes for you to achieve 
good, automatic consistency. 


Consistency in Equipment 


There is another aspect of consistency that is worth 
mentioning. This has to do with your equipment. I strongly 
suggest that you choose a machine and pair of headphones 
that you like and are comfortable with and then stick with 
them and learn them intimately. And I don’t mean a particular 
brand and model of each. I mean a specific machine and 
pair of headphones. Here is why: 


An electrical component has a range in which it is 
considered a good part. If it falls inside that range, it goes 
into the detector or headphones or whatever. If it falls outside 
that range, then it is scrapped. Now, every piece of electrical 
equipment is engineered to a specific set of values. If you 
get a machine in which most of the components are at the 
upper and lower edges of the acceptable range, that machine 
won’t function as well as one in which all of the components 
test right down the middle. The vast majority of machines 
fall somewhere in between which is what the manufacturers 
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are counting on. The point is this: No two pieces of electrical 
equipment are exactly alike. 








Let me give you an example of what I am talking about. 
Ihave a Goldmaster that I have had for years. It is my favorite 
machine and I have found a LOT of gold with that machine. 
Ialso have a favorite pair of headphones which I like to use. 
Now, I can pick up a student’s machine which is the same 
model, with the same model of headphones, and I am lost. 
The sound and the machine’s response are different enough 
that it takes me several minutes to even begin to get 
comfortable. It would be like trying to learn the foreign 
language from 2 different people with different voices and 
accents. You will learn faster from one person. Likewise, 
you will learn the different sounds of the detector much faster 
if you will stick with a single machine and headphones. 


Efficiency 


Riddle me this, riddle me that, efficient hunting is where 
it’s at. If the following two people are out hunting together, 
who has the best chance of finding nuggets? 


Person 1) Has trouble pinpointing. Due to inconsistent 
coil control, this person has a lot of trouble telling hot/cold 
rocks and mineralization apart from real targets. Because of 
that, this person is very indecisive about what to dig and 
what to walk away from, sometimes spending a minute or 
two sweeping over something from different angles, doing 
the ‘Mexican hat dance’, trying to decide if it is worth digging 
up. Once this person starts digging, it can take him/her 5-10 
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minutes to get the target out of the ground and get it separated 
from the dirt. This person’s tools never get put back in the 
same place twice, so the person is always fishing around for 
whatever he/she needs at the time. Half of the time there are 
headphone cords and coil wires wrapped around something 
they weren’t intended to be wrapped around. When this 
person hunts, there is a lot of doubling up, going over the 
same ground over and over. This is partly due to lack of 
confidence and partly due to poor hunting technique. 


Person 2) Has practiced a lot and pinpoints quickly, often 
with only a very few sweeps. This person has worked hard 
at consistency so that recognizing the difference between 
targets and false targets is quicker and easier. This person 
has also made an effort to learn how to get targets out of the 
ground quickly with a minimum of fuss. It usually takes 
only a few seconds to a minute or two to get a target in hand. 
Tools are always put back in the same spot so there is no 
wasted time looking for them. Cords and wires are carefully 
and thoughtfully wrapped and routed to keep them tangle 
free. This person is confident in his/her hunting technique 
and covers the ground thoroughly, but without sweeping the 
same spots over and over again. 


It is pretty obvious which of these people has the best 
chance of taking home a pocket full of nuggets. Now, on 
any given nugget, they would probably both find it and 
manage to get it into their nugget pouch. The point is this: 
In a given period of time, the efficient person will find and 
dig many, many more targets than the inefficient person. 
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We are playing a numbers game. The more targets you can 
dig in a day, the more gold you are likely to find. 


Here is an example: One of the locations for the classes 
that Sue and I teach is in the El Paso Mountains of California. 
That is the area where the birdshot contest originated. When 
the birdshot contest first came into being, it wasn’t unusual 
to find 100 - 150 or more birdshot in a days hunting. 


Now, we generally have a birdshot contest for our 
students, with the most birdshot winning a prize. These 
people usually hunt for 2 - 3 hours. The winner of the contest 
usually has between 2 and 10 birdshot. While teaching these 
same classes, I have gone out hunting for a half hour to an 
hour or so and collected 20 - 30 birdshot. 


Now I realize that this is an extreme example, but it really 
shows the difference between what an efficient hunter can 
do compared to someone who is not very efficient. Working 
toward being an efficient hunter is a very worthwhile and 
productive endeavor. 


Learning to be efficient is not something that comes 
overnight. It takes a lot of practice with an eye toward 
improving. Doing the same thing over and over in the same 
inefficient manner will only reinforce a bad habit. It is 
possible that you think that you are doing things efficiently 
when in fact, there is considerable room for improvement. 


How can you find out? You really need to know where 
you want to go in order to get there. To this end, it would 
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help if you could spend a little time in the field with an 
experienced, successful nugget hunter. Watch how the person 
does things like pinpointing and retrieving targets, with a 
critical eye toward how quickly and effortlessly some of 
these things get done. If you can’t get out in the field with 
someone like that, watching some of the nugget hunting 
videos may help. 


You may think that you are doing something pretty well 
until you see someone who is very proficient doing the same 
thing. Ifyou are interested in improving, watching someone 
who is really good will let you know what is possible. Then 
you will have something you can work towards. 


Cover Ground 


One of the things that separates the successful nugget 
hunters from the rest is their willingness and ability to cover 
the ground necessary to find nuggets. There is no simple 
formula for success. Nugget hunting can be a lot of hard 
work. 


If you are hunting the desert areas and looking for anew 
patch, you can hunt for anywhere from several days up to a 
week or more between nuggets. If you are a real go-getter, 
the amount of ground that you can cover in that much time 
can be staggering. If you want to find nuggets, that is 
sometimes what it takes. 


Whether you are hunting a hydraulic pit, mountain side, 
desert washes or whatever, move around. Keep moving 
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around until you come up with something. Then take that 
little bit of knowledge and try to build on it. Keep moving, 
covering ground, trying to establish patterns. Some of this 
just takes time and experience. If you keep at it, you will 
find gold. You can’t help it... 


I have found enough good sized nuggets right on the 
surface to know that anyone with any machine could have 
found them if they had just put a coil over that spot. I got 
lucky and happened to be the first one there, but know that 
there are many more nuggets like those just waiting for 
someone with a metal detector. And there are many, many 
more that are only a little bit harder to hear. If you cover 
enough ground in good gold bearing areas, you will find 
gold. If you cover that ground properly, you may just be 
surprised at how much gold is still out there. 
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Better to cover the ground once doing everything right 
than ten times doing everything wrong. 
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THE PHYSICAL ASPECTS 
OF NUGGET HUNTING 
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To get something done, 
you have to get physical. 
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Physical Fitness 


“Awright, Larry, what does being physically fit have to 
do with finding nuggets? My nugget detector doesn t weigh 
that much, and I dont plan on jogging in place while I hunt.” 


Point taken. I believe most folks don’t think of physical 
fitness as a necessary component of successful nugget 
hunting. Swinging a detector isn’t normally considered a 
physically demanding endeavor. If you are talking about 
hunting parks, beaches and sand lots for coins, I agree 
completely. When it comes to nugget hunting, things can be 
a little different. 
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The better shape you are in physically, the more fun you 
will have and the more gold you are likely to find. Why? 
Being physically fit will allow you to hunt longer and more 
comfortably than someone who is out of shape. In addition, 
being fit will allow you to hunt places where most folks 
can’t or won’t go, whether we are talking remote, or just too 
steep or slippery. 


I run into this a lot. Working as a big game hunting 
guide throughout most of the fall and winter, and then 
teaching classes and nugget hunting on my own during the 
summer, I have the luxury of staying fit nearly year around 
without trying too awfully hard. My background as a rock 
climber and mountaineer hasn’t hurt either. I can almost 
always find spots to hunt that haven’t been beat to death just 
because I am able to go there more easily than most. If you 
are truly interested in being a really successful nugget hunter, 
this is an area that shouldn’t be ignored. 


To give you an idea of some of the areas that are generally 
reserved for those in good shape: 
> A long hike into a remote area. 
> A climb down into a steep, rocky ravine. 
> Working the side of a large, steep tailings pile. 
> Working the near vertical banks of a hydraulic pit. 
> Walking across acres of cobbles and boulder piles in 
hydraulic pits or river dredge tailings. 
> A stiff climb up to a stranded bench deposit. 
Being fit will give you access to these types of spots and 
many more that are generally denied to the majority. 
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For many, nugget hunting is a leisurely hobby that needn’t 
be strenuous in the least. To be quite honest, being physically 
fit isn’t absolutely necessary to your success as a nugget 
hunter. In fact, I know a couple of very successful nugget 
hunters who are not physically fit by any stretch. 


Still, if you look at the really successful people in the 
field, the vast majority are lean, mean hunting machines. 
The lay of the land isn’t a concern for these folks. They can 
pretty much go where they please. If you want to chase 
gold, it really helps if you can chase it wherever it wants to 
hide. If you are on a quest to become a truly successful 
nugget hunter, being fit is just one more piece of the overall 
puzzle that will help you in your quest. 


I think that those who are in shape and manage to stay 
that way without daily visits to the gym tend to take their 
fitness for granted without considering the advantages that 
physical fitness bestows on them. Watching students of every 
degree of fitness that you can imagine has given me a little 
different perspective on things. I definitely believe that your 
level of fitness can make a difference. 


I am not going to try to tell you how to get into good 
physical shape. That would require another book or two. 
There are plenty of good books on the market that deal with 
physical fitness and you should be able to find one to your 
liking without too much trouble. Joining a spa or gym could 
also be a viable solution. Just walking is great exercise and 
available to everyone. Nugget hunting itself is good exercise. 
The list goes on and on. Whatever you do, start out slowly 
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and give your body plenty of time to respond to the increased 
activity. 


Being physically fit has many advantages to offer aside 
from helping you in the gold fields. You will see positive 
benefits in all aspects of your life. As someone who has 
been fairly fit all of his life, and seen enough of the other 
side of the fence to understand it, I can heartily recommend 
fitness as a way to be a happy camper in many respects, not 
the least of which is being a more effective nugget hunter. 


Take Care of Your Body’s Needs 


Ifall this means to you is finding a handy bush when the 
urge strikes, your overall success as a nugget hunter will 
suffer. 


You can’t hunt effectively if you are hungry, or all you 
can think about is a cold drink, or a warm coat, or that blister 
on your feet, etc. If your mind is on how you feel, it won’t 
be on what you hear, or where your coil is, or anything else 
that will help you find nuggets. It’s how we are built. 


When you are comfortable, you are able to concentrate 
on whatever it is that you are trying to do at the time. If you 
are uncomfortable, you will find that you spend most of your 
time thinking about whatever it is that is making you 
uncomfortable. 


As far as nugget hunting goes, this means that a little 
advanced planning is in order. Something as simple as taking 
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a canteen of water along can make a big difference. If you 
are planning to be away from your vehicle for more than a 
couple of hours, then by all means take water and a lunch, 
or at least something to snack on. If you are going to be 
walking a ways, take a small day pack to carry water and 
lunch. Later on, the day pack will serve as a handy place to 
put your jacket once the morning chill burns off. Don’t make 
yourself wear that jacket once it gets warm or all you will be 
thinking about is how hot you feel. It might also be a good 
idea to break in those new hiking boots before going for a 
long walk in them. I could make up lots more examples, but 
hopefully, you get the picture. 


Spend a little time thinking about the day ahead, and try 
to anticipate your bodily needs with an eye to staying 
comfortable. You are the only one who knows your own 
comfort levels and what it takes to stay there. The better 
you are able to do this, the more effectively you will hunt. 


Give me two nugget hunters - one who is cool, 
comfortable, and the mosquitoes are keeping their distance 
- and another who is hot, hungry, thirsty, and being eaten 
alive, - and I can guarantee you who will be the most 
effective. The boy scouts have the right idea, “Be prepared”. 
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THE MENTAL ASPECTS 
OF NUGGET HUNTING 
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When you do something mental, 
the only limits are self imposed. 
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The Mental Game 


A lot of my understanding of the mental part of nugget 
hunting comes from another area entirely, archery. I have 
been shooting a bow since age 4 and have done quite a bit of 
coaching in addition to my own shooting. The most 
important thing I have learned about archery is that archery 
is a very mental game. Once you know how to physically 
shoot a bow properly, the physical stuff gets committed to 
the subconscious mind and muscle memory. Then the mental 
game begins, and never ends. I would like to relate a brief 
story concerning archery that may help you to understand 
the importance of all this mental stuff. 


A friend and I were spectating at a major archery 
tournament in Las Vegas and it had all come down to the 
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final shoot out. Everyone else had shot and it was, quite 
literally, up to the last guy. The tournament and his fate 
were both in his own hands. The way the scores turned out, 
if he shot a perfect X, he would win, anything less, and the 
best he could do was tie. To give you an idea, we are talking 
about a target spot roughly the size of a quarter at 20 yards. 


This fellow stepped up to the line and everyone went 
silent. Try to put yourself in his shoes for a minute. You are 
on the line all by yourself, with hundreds of other archers 
and even more spectators watching, and all you have to do 
is shoot an absolutely perfect arrow! Every eye in the house 
was on him. The silence was absolutely deafening! He 
drew his bow, took plenty of time aiming, and released a 
perfect arrow to win the tournament, despite the incredible 
mental pressure. (Dee, if you should ever read this, my hat’s 
off. That was incredible.) 


He didn’t make that shot because of physical ability or 
because he knew how to set up his bow, although those 
factors certainly contributed. No, he made that shot because 
of his mental abilities. He was able to fully concentrate on 
aiming, ignore the crowd entirely, and allow his subconscious 
and his body to shoot the bow the way they had been trained, 
despite the kind of mental pressure that would break most of 
us. He also succeeded because he had confidence. He knew 
that he could make that shot, he wasn’t just hoping that he 
could. He expected himself to make that shot. When you 
go nugget hunting, do you fully expect to find nuggets? You 
should! 
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You can put all of those same kind of mental abilities to 
work for you in the gold fields. Nugget hunting at the more 
advanced levels is just as mental a game as archery. You 
need to have the physical components committed to muscle 
memory and the subconscious so that you can fully 
concentrate on listening to your detector, no matter what is 
going on around you. In addition, you need to have 
confidence. Know that you can find gold, and then hunt 
like you expect to. 


Although I want to go into all of this in a little more 
detail, you need to understand that getting a complete handle 
on this mental stuff isn’t something that you can get out ofa 
book. The best I can do is act as a sort of road map. I can try 
to show you where you want to go and perhaps provide you 
with some directions, but the getting there is up to you. 


Physical First, Then Mental 


It is important to your overall success to work hard at 
the physical stuff, ground balancing, coil control, etc., until 
it is down cold. You need to get the physical part of your 
detecting down so well that it becomes 2nd nature. Only 
then can you fully concentrate on the mental aspects of nugget 
hunting. 


To relate this to archery again: In order to be a top shot, 
you need to be able to fully concentrate on aiming, to the 
exclusion of everything else. If you are trying to aim, and 
part of your brain is worried about your stance, or how you 
are holding the bow, or if your anchor is in the right spot 
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etc., what do you think are your chances are of hitting the 
bull’s-eye? Now and then, sure you will, but consistently? 


It is too hard for most of us to try to concentrate on two 
things at once. Some people can do it with certain things, 
but trust me, this will be easier if you will do one thing at a 
time. 


In nugget hunting, you need to be able to fully concentrate 
on the sounds coming through your headphones. A small 
part of your conscious mind is involved in walking and in 
where you are hunting. Everything else needs to take care 
of itself so that your mind is free to listen. 


If your mind is trying to remember to swing the coil 
properly, and keep the detector ground balanced, and overlap 
properly, and all of the many other little things that go into 
getting a signal off of that deep nugget, what do you suppose 
will happen when that faint little whisper of a signal comes 
ghosting through the headphones? If your mind is 
preoccupied with all of that other stuff, the signal will be 
missed. It happens every day to hundreds of nugget hunters. 
On the other hand, if you are hunting along and your body 
and subconscious know how to hunt properly and all you 
have to do is concentrate on the sounds in your headphones, 
now you have a chance of catching that signal. 


Concentration 


Concentration is one of the single most important factors 
in nugget hunting. If you ask experienced hunters, many 
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will tell you that they do their best early in the day, and 
sometimes again late in the day. Why? Because when you 
are first starting the day, your mental focus is at its best. 
You are able to concentrate better on what you are doing. 
As the day wears on, you lose that edge. Towards the end of 
the day, the tendency is to want to find ‘just one more’, so 
they are able to regain that concentration. If you are working 
on a good patch and finding nuggets regularly, you will 
probably find that you can keep up the necessary 
concentration most of the day. 


So what is it that we are supposed to be concentrating 
on? You need to be concentrating on what is happening 
under your coil via the sound coming through your 
headphones. The more ground noise and mineralization there 
is, the more concentration is required. 


Itis fairly obvious that if the ground has no mineralization 
and isn’t making a sound, then when you do hit a target, it 
would easily get your full attention. But what about those 
faint little ghosts of signals? You know, the ones where you 
don’t even hear the zip? All you hear is just the slight dip in 
the threshold after the coil has passed the target. It takes all 
the concentration you can muster to catch those faint signals 
that are so easily missed. 


Now what about situations where the ground is making 
lots of racket despite your best tuning efforts? That is another 
case where you need your full concentration. If you aren’t 
concentrating, you will leave those nuggets for someone who 
is. Again, if your mind is busy with the myriad little details 
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necessary to hunting properly, you won’t be able to 
concentrate on listening. 


The best way to help yourself maintain the necessary 
edge is to keep yourself comfortable and take an occasional 
break. You will find that your brain gets tired just like the 
rest of you. If you are in one of those really mineralized 
areas, it won’t hurt for you to take a little break every half 
hour or so to give your brain a rest. Even a short break of a 
few minutes every hour or so can make a world of difference. 
If you find that you are getting discouraged, frustrated and 
tired of hunting, that is a good indication that you need a 
break. You will be surprised at how much it can help. 


Confidence 


If there is one big secret to successful nugget hunting, it 
is confidence. A confident attitude will affect almost 
everything that you do related to nugget hunting. It’s a fact 
that when you hunt as though you expect to find nuggets, 
you will. 


This story has happened many times in slightly different 
incarnations: I will be out with a student who is hunting 
much too fast and with the coil way too far off the ground. 
Many of these students are converted beach or coin hunters. 
No amount of coaching will get him/her to slow down for 
more than a few seconds. 


As a last resort, I will slip a nugget into the ground in 
front of them while they are busy with some target or ground 
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noise. Then I will tell the student, “/ just planted a nugget 
out in front of you. If you find it, you can have it.” The 
change is truly miraculous to behold! All of a sudden, I am 
watching a pro hunt. Nice and slow, good overlap, careful 
coil control. But then, once they find the nugget, it is back 
to business as usual, hunting too fast. 


So what happened? Why the temporary change? When 
they were confident that there was a nugget to be found, 
they expected to find it, and they hunted that way. 


If you don’t get anything else out of this book, please 
get this. You need to hunt as though there is a nugget right 
in front of you. If you are ina good, gold bearing area, there 
probably is! If you don’t believe that there could be a nugget 
right in front of you, then what are you doing there? Go 
somewhere else. You need to have confidence in your area 
and your ability. When you do, you will hunt as though you 
expect to find nuggets. And guess what? You will! 


Know When to Move 


Iflam ina new area, I will try to consciously pick several 
different types of areas to hunt, hoping to ‘pattern’ the gold. 
It may tend to show up in one type of dirt more than any 
other, or it may be on certain types of bedrock, or it may be 
only in the washes, or mostly on the hills. You get the idea. 
Hit enough different types of ground in the area and if there 
are nuggets present, you have a pretty good shot at them. 


The key is in knowing when to move. This in turn is 
related to confidence. You need to know and believe that if 
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you aren’t finding anything, it is because it is not there. If 
you keep hunting an area because you aren’t sure of your 
abilities, you could waste a lot of time. Hunt carefully and 
properly, and use your test nugget. If you aren’t finding 
anything, have confidence that if it were there, you would 
be finding it, and move on. 


I know that it is difficult to have confidence if you haven’t 
found any nuggets yet. If you are finding little targets like 
birdshot and bits of lead, know that you would also find 
gold if it were there. It is just a matter of swinging that coil 
in the right spot. The next section suggests a couple of 
activities that can help improve your confidence level. 


We get basically two kinds of students at our classes. 
We ask everyone to save all their targets to show us. One 
type of student is bringing in birdshot, slivers of lead, bits of 
wire, small lead slugs, little bits of foil, etc. The other type 
brings in big brass shell casings, cans, big chunks of scrap 
steel, pieces of pipe, horseshoes, etc. The first type of student 
will find gold. The second needs work. 


If you aren’t finding the little targets, and if you have a 
modern nugget hunting machine, then you need to work on 
your coil control and train your ears for the smaller sounds. 
The birdshot we are talking about will fit inside this ‘O’. 
When you can find those smaller targets consistently, then 
have the confidence to know that you can find the gold if it 
is there. 
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Games 


There are a couple of games that you can play to help 
you improve your technique and confidence. If you are in 
an area with lots of nuggets, you may not need the extra 
practice. However, if your nuggets are few and far between, 
a little diversion can not only help ease the frustration level, 
but it can also make you a better hunter. 


Toss the Nugget 


I call this first game ‘Toss the nugget’, and it is exactly 
what it sounds like. As you are hunting along, take a small 
test nugget and gently toss it out in front of you 5-10 feet, 
closing your eyes just after you toss it so you won’t see 
where it lands. Then try to keep hunting just like you were 
before you tossed the nugget. Did you find it as you hunted 
by? Did you slow down and hunt more carefully when you 
knew that there was a nugget in front of you? Did you have 
to go back and work on your coil control to finally find it? 


Watch yourself carefully as you play this game and I 
promise that it will improve your nugget hunting. When I 
was first learning, and before I had found any nuggets, I 
bought a test nugget and played this game for hours. I think 
that it was a major factor in my eventual success. 


_ A variation is to have a friend along who occasionally 
plants nuggets in front of you. Embarrass yourself a few 
times by walking over the nugget and you will improve. 
Guaranteed. The trick is to remember what you have to do 
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in order to find the nugget, and then hunt that way all the 
time! 


I have two tips to make this game effective. First, use a 
small enough test nugget. Don’t use something that a deaf 
man could find by feeling the vibration of the speaker through 
the handle. In most ground with modern detectors, something 
in the 1-3 grain range is about right. It may depend a lot on 
how broken up the ground is. If you are finding the nugget 
easily every time, start trying smaller nuggets. The point is 
to challenge yourself. This is sort of like the pop quiz our 
teachers used to give us in school. It is a quick and easy 
check to see how you are doing and to measure your progress. 


Two, use real gold nuggets. I have had people ask if a 
piece of lead doesn’t sound similar enough to work. Sure it 
does. You can’t tell lead from gold if they are the same 
shape. So why use gold? Because you don’t want to lose it, 
so you will try harder. A piece of lead doesn’t mean anything 
to you, so if you lose it, so what? If you hunt past it, you 
will probably say, “Aw, it probably took a bounce and isnt 
even here. No big deal, it’s only a piece of lead.” A gold 
nugget on the other hand is something that no one wants to 
lose. You will keep trying until you find it. And you will 
keep learning and improving as you do. 


One precaution: If you are in a highly mineralized area, 
make sure that the nugget you use is large enough to hear on 
top of the mineralized ground. If you toss a small nugget 
that is just right in mild ground onto a patch of really bad 
ground, you may not find it no matter how well you hunt. 
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The Birdshot Contest 


This is a game that you can play alone or with others, for 
fun or (you didn’t hear this from me) for money. I would 
like to start by telling you how the birdshot contest came 
about, and then I will explain how it can help you become a 
better nugget hunter. 


About 6 or 7 years ago, I was nugget hunting in the El 
Paso Mountains in California’s Mohave Desert. The area 
had been mined for many years and apparently they had 
been shooting shotguns in the area the whole time. The 
birdshot were so plentiful that you would often hear more 
than one target on a single sweep of your coil. There were 
several of us up there and it was all we could do to make 
ourselves go hunting each day. Ifthe area hadn’t kicked out 
some nuggets in addition to the numerous birdshot, we would 
probably have moved on. 


I don’t remember whose idea it was in the first place, 
but we finally came up with the idea of the birdshot contest. 
Everyone involved would put $5.00 in the kitty at the start 
of the day, and whoever had the most birdshot at the end of 
the day won the kitty. That made it worth digging up the 
birdshot. It wasn’t uncommon to have over 150 birdshot by 
the end of the day. On my best day, I got that many in one 
afternoon. I did notice one interesting fact: The person 
who won the contest usually had the most nuggets. It’s a 
simple numbers game. The more targets you dig, the better 
the chances that some of them will be nuggets. 
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Now, how can this help you to become a better nugget 
hunter? Easy. It is a lot of really good practice. You get 
practice finding really small targets. You get practice 
pinpointing them, and you get practice getting them out of 
the ground quickly so that you don’t spend the whole time 
on your knees separating targets. The faster you can get a 
target out of the ground, the more targets you will dig ina 
day. The more targets you dig in a day, the better your 
chances of finding nuggets. 


This kind of practice will also do wonders for your 
confidence, if you will let it. When you bring back a whole 
bunch of really tiny lead targets at the end of the day, you 
can look at them with pride and know that if any of them 
had been gold, you would have found it. This kind of 
confidence is vital to your success at nugget hunting. It is 
easy to look at them and say, “Oh, all I dug today was a 
bunch of darn birdshot.” Try instead to look at the bright 
side, you just improved as a nugget hunter. 


Some people will tell you that they can tell a birdshot by 
the sound of it. Iam one of them, but you must remember 
that this is only true to a degree. Because of the round, 
smooth surface, they tend to sound a little broader and 
mushier than a gold nugget, and more similar to a small 
hotrock. Also, once they are in the cup, you will notice that 
as you go through the separation process, the sound never 
changes. The sound of a nugget tends to change a little as it 
tumbles around in the cup because of it’s odd shape. 
However, I have also found roundish nuggets that sounded 
just like birdshot. Also, a slabby nugget laying flat sounds 
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very much the same, at least until you get it in the cup. So, 
do yourself a favor and don’t try to second guess them. Say 
to yourself, “Self, that sounds like another birdshot.” Then, 
dig it up to see if you are right. You usually will be. Now 
and then you will be pleasantly surprised to find that you 
were wrong. 


A quick and easy birdshot/lead container is a film 
cannister with an X cut in the lid. If you want, you can 
slightly enlarge the middle of the X. Just drop the birdshot 
on top of the X and give it a little push. 


Tf you are with a bunch of other hunters, make a contest 
out of the birdshot, lead, or whatever your local trash is. If 
you are by yourself, try to find more than you did the day 
before. You will improve, and if you aren’t careful, you 
may even have some fun and find some gold in the process. 


Tunnel Vision 


No matter how well you are hunting, if you have tunnel 
vision, you will miss gold. When you go to an area, whether 
it is a new spot or an old friend, make an effort to look at it 
with a fresh eye when you arrive. Don’t just grab your 
detector and head down the same old wash, or start working 
that same patch of bedrock. (Unless of course they are really 
productive!) Ifyou are in a new area, try not to automatically 
apply old patterns to it. Just because you are used to finding 
gold in red dirt where you usually hunt doesn’t mean that 
things will be the same in this new area. 


249 


Chapter 5 


Try to keep an open eye and mind. Try different types 
of areas, and different types of dirt, bedrock, tailings etc. 
within those areas. 


There is such a thing in nugget hunting as beginners luck. 
There have been a LOT of cases where a raw beginner went 
out and found some big nugget in a ‘worked out’ area. The 
reason is because the beginner didn’t know where he was 
‘supposed’ to hunt. He didn’t have any tunnel vision or old 
habits to break. He just went out and started hunting 
wherever he felt like. <Think about it.> 


This business about tunnel vision is very real and you 
really have to watch out for it or you will miss gold. Take it 
from someone who knows... 


Last summer, Sue and I were hunting a hydraulic pit up 
in the California Sierra’s. I was doing my usual routine of 
checking any exposed bedrock and any dirt that looked like 
it might be covering shallow bedrock. Typical hydraulic pit 
stuff. 


We were doing OK, and then I got into this area with a 
lot of rock piles. They looked hand stacked, and I figured 
they probably weren’t worth my time. (Tunnel vision). 


One of my swings overlapped some of the gravel near 
the bottom of a rock pile and I got a loud signal. I quickly 
kicked aside the rocks so I could get closer to the bedrock 
and my target. No signal! I had kicked it away. My first 
thought was hot rock. Then I thought it might have been a 
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piece of quartz with a little gold vein. I started checking 
everything in the direction I had kicked the rocks. I finally 
found a fist sized piece of cemented gravel that was the source 
of the original signal. I spent the next 20 minutes breaking 
up that piece of gravel to recover the 31 nuggets it contained. 


I still almost managed to miss out on a wonderful 
opportunity. I went back to what I had been doing! That is, 
until I accidently got another signal on another piece of the 
cemented gravels. This one only had 7 nuggets in it, but the 
little light finally went on upstairs. 


I spent the next 5 minutes checking nothing but the 
cemented gravels and found 3 more pieces that gave signals. 
I didn’t bother breaking them open, I knew what was there. 


The problem was that this was the last day of our last 
vacation for the year and it was already early evening. I 
made a mad dash to the truck to locate Sue and get some 
buckets. 


Sue and I spent the last 3 hours of our 9 day vacation 
checking every piece of cemented gravel we could find, and 
if it gave a signal, it went in a bucket. When we got home 
and separated the gold from the gravels, we had over 350 
little nuggets. ; 


Tunnel vision almost made me miss that patch. A couple 
of days earlier it did, because I had hunted through that same 
area and missed it completely! Gold can show up in the 
darndest places. Try to keep an open mind. 
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Follow Your Instincts 


Learn to trust and follow your instincts. Have you ever 
been walking along with your detector and looked at a spot 
and said to yourself, “Se/f, we ought to go hunt there.”? Do 
it! Trust those gut instincts and intuitions. If you don’t find 
anything, you are only out a little time. 


There have been several times that I have driven up to 
an area and parked right on top of the only gold bearing 
wash around. There have also been a lot of times where I 
would go into a new area and find a nugget or small patch 
almost immediately, and then spend a bunch more time in 
the same general area looking for more to no avail. My 
instincts took me straight to the gold. 


I don’t believe that this is some sort of sixth sense. What 
is probably happening is that the subconscious mind has 
made a thorough catalog of all the places where I have found 
gold, and even though this information isn’t readily available 
to the conscious mind, the subconscious can tap you on the 
shoulder and try to point you in the right direction. For this 
reason, I suspect that the more years you spend hunting, the 
more this sort of thing will happen to you. This has been the 
case with me. I can also tell you that if you try to do it on 
purpose, it probably won’t happen. This has also been true 
for me. I do my best when I’m not even thinking about it. 
Just try to learn to recognize that little tap on the shoulder 
and don’t be afraid to follow it. 
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Ask the Pros 


“—_ TE: Nm 


The Pros 


Some of these people you will have heard of, and some 
you won’t. Trust me when I tell you that many of these 
folks have found more gold than most of us will ever dream 
about. I asked each of them to give me an answer to the 
same question: “What is the one aspect of nugget hunting 
that you feel is most important to your success?” 


You will notice that many of these folks had a hard time 
pinpointing just one thing which makes a difference. This 
confirms the idea that there is no one thing which makes a 
successful nugget hunter. It is a combination of many things. 
The variety of their answers only serves to reconfirm this. 
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You will also notice a couple of glaring omissions in this 
list of Pros. I can assure you that this was not intentional. 
The idea for this chapter came to me fairly late in the process 
of writing this book. Unfortunately, other obligations had 
forced a deadline which needed to be met. Because of that, 
the lead time to get in touch with these people and get their 
responses was pretty short. Iam very much obliged to those 
who were able to contribute to this chapter. I also apologize 
for the omission of those I was unable to contact in time. 


Ed Coogan 


Ed Coogan is a long time nugget hunter who has been 
very successful. He has his own White’s detector dealership 
called Coogan Gold Company which he runs out of his home 
in Turlock, California. Ed’s wife makes gold nugget jewelry 
and they sell a lot of the gold they find at various gold shows. 
Ed can often be found nugget hunting in the company of 
folks like Woody Woodworth and Bob Cook. Here is Ed’s 
response: 


“At the risk of saving the obvious, I would suggest to 
your readers that: 


-they buy a good quality set of headphones to go with 
their gold detector. 


-it is false economy to skimp on headphones when they 
have invested hundreds of dollars in a gold detector. 
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-good quality headphones matched to their detector will 
more than pay for themselves with the additional gold 
detected. 


-when they get these good quality headphones and they 
have set the volume control(s) for optimum detecting 
performance, then they put tape over the volume control(s) 
to keep this optimum setting from being inadvertently moved 
when detecting. With the volume control(s) taped at the 
optimum setting, then there is one less item that has to be 
checked if there is an unexplained change in or loss of 
detection sound.” 


Robert Cook 


Robert (Bob) Cook is a good friend and detecting buddy 
of Ed Coogan’s. He is also a very successful nugget hunter. 
Bob is the head of the geology department at Auburn 
University in Alabama. Bob sent ina rather lengthy response 
which I am happy to include in it’s entirety. Because of his 
background and his field of expertise, he has some interesting 
insights into nugget hunting. I will let him tell you about it 
in his own words: 


“Tam an exploration geologist with a specialty in gold. 
This, of course, has several advantages, but one is of utmost 
importance. I know the published literature and further, I 
know what it means when an early geologist describes this 
or that. He may not have understood the importance of his 
observation or may have even drawn the wrong conclusions 
from them, but still they are recorded and available for 
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reinterpretation. Careful review of the technical literature 
has led us to quite a number of very productive sites, some 
of which would not have been obvious at all to the casual 
electronic prospector. In short, every successful nugget 
hunter can be a geologist as well, but it pays to do the first 
several days detecting in the library no matter what your 
background. There is a little something buried in those books 
for everyone. A box of old company reports, books and 
state and federal survey, geologic or mining publications is 
the only kind of long-range detecting device that works. 


Before I took up gold hunting I spent a period of 5 years 
(1974-1979) coin shooting. I was very successful and my 
detecting buddies couldnt understand it because they too 
had good machines and a keen ear, but only rarely found as 
many deep coins as I did. The one difference is that they did 
not detect almost daily as I did. I would spend an hour or so 
every evening in some front yard or park. My ability to pick 
out the faintest signal amid the associated useless noise was 
simply better than theirs and I attribute this to the daily 
practice. Take two identically talented musicians. One 
practices three hours per day and the other practices three 
hours every third day. Everything else being equal, the one 
who practices more will be better, perhaps marginally, but 
in metal detecting that tiny margin may mean the difference 
between finding and not finding. 


I have found lots of gold by digging targets that seemed 
to want to discriminate out (I use a Goldmaster). I would 
recommend digging everything until I was sure exactly how 
gold and its associated matrix was reacting to my detector 
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at a particular site. Then I still would dig any signal about 
which I had any doubt at all. 


For multi-day outings, get lots of sleep every night and 
eat well. Camping is fun, but if you are going to work at the 
level that is necessary to find gold, you need to be as sharp, 
rested and energetic as possible, and this usually is not 
consistent with camping out for more than one or two nights. 


Perhaps the most important rule of all is one that is not 
mine but has certainly been shown to be good policy - “Dont 
leave gold to look for gold.” If you find gold, hang with it 
until you can find no more. Even then, come back the next 
year. The stuff turns and rolls and presents new faces to the 
detector with time. Dont leave a gold producing site because 
the grass is greener over the next set of hills. 


A lot can be said about attitude and frame of mind. I 
don t know a soul who can find gold with a negative attitude. 
Be positive in outlook and work as long and as hard as you 
can. When you are tired, it is best to take a break rather 
than pass by a weak target that just couldnt possibly be 
gold. 


Finally, contrary to a view that appears to be held by 
any number of would be gold finders, gold does not 
mysteriously appear beneath the coil of a detector sitting in 
a darkened closed.” 


261 


Chapter 6 
Doug Dusseau 


Doug Dusseau has been nugget hunting just about as long 
as anyone else I know, and doing quite well at it. He owns 
Do So Detector sales in Santa Rosa, California. Doug is not 
only a successful nugget hunter, but he also shares his hard 
won knowledge with others, often taking groups into the 
Sierras for instruction. 


Instead of a letter, I spoke with Doug on the phone and 
jotted notes while we talked. I won’t try to quote him directly, 
but will be paraphrasing what he related to me. 


In answer to the primary question, “What is the one aspect 
of nugget hunting that you feel is most important to your 
success?”: 


Doug said that he believes in running his sensitivity as 
high as possible. In combination with that, he likes to run 
his threshold fairly high. He wants to be able to hear all of 
those little dips and bumps in the threshold that help you 
identify what is going on under your coil. 


Doug feels that the other vital component of nugget 
hunting is patience. You have to have a lot of patience to be 


successful. 


He also had some interesting things to say about 
advanced hunting in general: 
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On hot summer days you can get a buildup of solar static. 
This can require you to drop your gain from 8 or 10 down to 
5 or 6. Different soils react differently to this. The solar 
rays can also cause some types of rock to build up a reverse 
charge which makes it very difficult to detect during daylight 
hours. Both of these conditions are good reasons to hunt 
early or late in the day or under cloudy conditions. 


The very best conditions for detecting are damp soil and 
acool cloudy day. For this reason, I (Doug) tend to hunt 
more in the spring and fall and spend most of the summer 
doing research. 


In really nasty soil conditions, it is often necessary to 
hunt with your coil 3-5 inches off the ground. You will give 
up the small and deep nuggets, but at least you can continue 
to hunt the area in this way. 


Dan Hart 


In the 2 years that I have known him, Dan has become a 
very good friend and a darned good nugget hunter. A couple 
of years ago, Dan showed up at one of our classes. Although 
he was a very experienced prospector, coin, beach, and relic 
hunter, he had never hunted for gold nuggets. Dan took to 
nugget hunting in a big way, finding 29 nuggets on his first 
day out. He has been nugget hunting with a vengeance ever 
since. Nugget hunting has become his first love and he is 
very good at it. 
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Dan makes his home near Santa Cruz, California, where 
he runs a metal detecting and prospecting shop out of his 
home. His shop is appropriately called ‘Treasures from de 
Harts’. Here are some of Dan’s thoughts on nugget hunting: 


Anyone can be a successful nugget hunter. Once use of 
the equipment has become automatic the more important 
mental aspects come into play. The mind, heart and soul 
become involved. 


I set a goal each time I go out and expect to fulfill it. It 
may not always happen or it may happen in ways that I 
dont expect. I achieve my goals more often than not and 
use the unsuccessful hunts as learning experiences. 


Do what you love and love what you do. The total 
experience package should be enjoyable. I love being in the 
great outdoors, the fresh air, the exercise, the camaraderie 
and of course, locating the precious yellow metal. I would 
almost rather be hunting for gold than anything else. 


Chet Long 


Although I have yet to meet him in person, I have been 
hearing about Chet Long ever since I started nugget hunting. 
In some parts of the country, his exploits with a nugget 
detector are near legend. Chet and his wife Nancy, a 
successful nugget hunter in her own right, make their home 
in Yuma, Arizona. Chet was kind enough to share his 
thoughts on the makeup of a successful nugget hunter: 
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WHY SOME PEOPLE GET GOLD AND OTHERS DON’T 


“This question almost always comes up when I talk with 
people. I usually pass it off as luck and let it go at that. 
After thinking about it a little, just possibly there are some 
reasons why some prospectors are more successful than 
others. I will first assume you have a modern gold detector 
and know how to use it. This is easy, but if you dont know 
how it works, find someone to teach you. From here on, no 
one can teach you, you must master it all on your own. 


1. The power of positive thinking is a very powerful tool. 
When I go to the field to detect I’m not worried about “if” I 
will find gold. My thoughts are “how many and how big?” 
You can almost always find a small piece of gold in a 
drywasher pile. The real test for being positive is when you 
are patch hunting and may go for days without success. You 
must know that if the gold is there, you and your detector 
will find it. 


2. Reading the ground is a big part of it. This is an 
imperfect science at best. After years of finding nuggets 
and wondering why are they located here and not somewhere 
else, or is this dirt or rock type responsible, you almost feel 
like a sixth-sense is developing. This theory is sometimes 
called the ‘nose for gold’. While no one can really explain 
it, the more you develop and use this skill, the more successful 
you will become. 


Happy Nugget Hunting!!!” 
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Mark McAdoo 


Mark is a dear friend who makes his home in the foothills 
of the Sierra Nevada mountains in Grass Valley, California. 
In just a couple of short years, I have had the pleasure of 
watching Mark go from total novice to being one of the best 
nugget hunters I know. Although his experience is still 
limited to a few areas, he is a hunter to be reckoned with. In 
the small group of folks he hunts with, and several of them 
are panners and highbankers, they have a saying, “If Mark 
leaves a hole, don’t bother with it. There isn’t any gold 
left”. 


Soft spoken and not given to long-winded conversations, 
Mark’s letter was predictably short and very much to the 
point: 


“Tt is an interesting question you have asked. You are 
forcing me to write my thoughts down and give away one of 
my secret weapons. Apart from the obvious principles of 
successful nugget hunting, (It helps to have a friend who is 
the best nugget hunter around) [Awww, shucks.] J believe 
going beyond P.M.A. -Positive Mental Attitude- was 
important to me. I believe expecting a signal with each sweep 
of my coil, almost demanding the search area to provide me 
with a target, listening for the faintest of responses, has been 
the most important to my success.” 


James McCulloch 


James (Jim) McCulloch is one of Southern California’s 
more successful nugget hunters. He is another who freely 
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shares his hard won knowledge with others. Jim teaches 
classes, writes magazine articles, and has his own nugget 
hunting book, “Nugget Shooting”, which is now in it’s 2nd 
edition. Jim runs his own metal detector and prospecting 
shop called “Jims Metal Detectors” out of his home in 
Landers, California. 


Jim’s letter reminds me very much of his personality and 
the way he hunts, focused: 


“Total concentration. By that I mean intensely focusing 
all my mental energies toward CONTINUALLY doing 
everything necessary to maximize my potential for success. 
This includes employing the most advanced prospecting 
techniques, as diligently as possible, maintaining optimal 
detector performance, and most of all, by endeavoring to 
remain totally ‘focused’ on the task at hand, without letting 
anything distract me.” 


Chuck Morris 


Chuck is one of those guys who has been around the 
block a bunch of times and done it all in the process. Whether 
you are talking about coins, relics, beaches, general 
prospecting, or nugget hunting, Chuck has ‘been there, done 
that’, and done it well. 


We are constantly hearing stories about his latest big 


nugget or hot patch. Whenever we get together on a trip, he 
always has some dandy gold for show and tell. 
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Making his home in Salt Lake City, Utah, Chuck recently 
retired from running his own prospecting and metal detecting 
shop. With his ever ready smile and willingness to help out 
in any way, Chuck has been a great friend and hunting 
companion. Here are some of his thoughts on nugget hunting: 


My thoughts take me back to the first pieces of gold (13 
in all) that I recovered 7 years ago using the newest gold 
detector available. My two friends at the time only found 5 
pieces between them using older, so called gold hunting 
machines. 


This spring another friend and I went back to the same 
area, which by now has had many people hunt it during the 
last 7 years. I came away with 6 more pieces, the largest of 
which, 4.6 pennyweight, was about 10 inches deep. Although 
my friend hunted as hard as I did he only found one small 
piece. He was using an older detector without the ability to 
reach as deep. 


I believe success begins with first, a top of the line gold 
detector and then being persistent, persistent, persistent. 


If you are in a gold producing area with the wrong 
equipment, you will not succeed, and even with the right 
equipment, if you are not persistent you may fail. 


Sue Sallee 


Sue was already an accomplished nugget hunter and 
instructor when we met. In fact, the first summer that we 
knew each other was spent teaching classes together up in 
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the Sierras. Sue has an extensive background in metal 
detecting, being a very experienced and accomplished beach 
and coin hunter. (She kicks my ‘you know what’ at the 
beach.) She started hunting for nuggets 5 years ago, and it 
quickly became her detecting passion. She now hunts for 
nuggets almost to the exclusion of everything else. 


For the past 8 years, Sue has been Jimmy Sierra’s manager 
at White’s Electronics of California. That job has allowed 
her to be at one of the hubs of the industry, hunting with 
some of the greats, constantly testing prototypes, and being 
privy to all the latest tips and techniques. 


When folks ask me what my best find is, I usually point 
with pride to my wedding ring, since it represents my wife, 
best friend and favorite hunting partner. 


Here are some of Sue’s thoughts on nugget hunting: 


“T started working for Jimmy Sierra in 1989. I feel very 
fortunate to have started with Jimmy when I did as I got to 
watch the birth of the new generation of Goldmasters. As 
soon as I found my first nugget I was hooked. In the 
beginning Jimmy pushed me to learn about prospecting and 
soon I found myself picking his brain to learn more. Jimmy 
taught me more than just the basics about prospecting. He 
gave me confidence in my abilities and I will forever be 
grateful. 


When I met Larry, nugget hunting changed forever. Larry 
continued my education and made me more aware of the 
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mental side of nugget hunting. I know I’m finding nuggets 
that I would have missed if it wasn t for him. 


In answer to Larry’s primary question: Hunting with 
total concentration is the most important aspect of nugget 
hunting for me. I have to be totally focused on what I am 
doing. Whether we are talking about ground balancing, 
coil control, listening to the detector or whatever, my mind 
has to be there 100%. If I find myself thinking about how 
everyone else is doing, or where someone is, or how hungry 
I am, or anything else, I dont find nuggets. 


When my mind starts to wander, I know it is time to take 
a break. Iwill go to the truck, get a drink, cool off and relax 
until I feel I can focus on nugget hunting again. If I dont, I 
am wasting my time. Then, it is just exercise. When I can 
concentrate totally on what I am doing, then I find gold. 


In conclusion, I would like to say that I feel very fortunate 
to have learned from two of the top pros. Jimmy taught me 
the electronics and Larry taught me the techniques and mind 
set. If anyone is really having trouble getting a handle on 
nugget hunting, I wouldnt hesitate to recommend getting 
some personal instruction or taking a class.” 





James “Jimmy Sierra” Normandi 


This man needs little introduction. Jimmy is one of the 
most well known men in the nugget hunting field. I have 
had the privilege of being around Jimmy quite a bit the past 
couple of years, due in part to the fact that Sue has been the 
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general manager for Jimmy’s business, White’s of California. 
Jimmy makes his home in San Rafael, California. 


I have found Jimmy to be intelligent, articulate, and he 
gives a lot of thought to his nugget hunting. This has led to 
the development of his own line of prospecting supplies for 
the nugget hunter. Jimmy also has his own nugget hunting 
book, “Finding Gold Nuggets with a Metal Detector IT”, now 
in it’s second edition. I am grateful to Jimmy for taking 
some time from his busy schedule to share some of his 
thoughts with us: 


“When Larry asked me to write a few words regarding 
the one aspect of nugget hunting which I felt contributed 
most to my success, I had to ponder for quite a while. I had 
no problem reflecting on the many aspects of nugget hunting 
which over the years have become well explained by many 
professional nugget hunters, including Larry. But the thought 
of selecting one most important aspect was more than a bit 
challenging. 


If the reader will forgive me, I have taken the liberty to 
briefly touch on three aspects of nugget hunting which I 
constantly remind myself to observe. 


First and foremost is a “positive attitude”. Most 
successful detectorists practice this technique without 
thinking. There is nothing worse than thinking to yourself, 
“T'll never find anything....there just arent any nuggets 
around here”. This kind of prediction has a way of being 
self-fulfilling. The pro will always tell you to “Think Gold!“ 


271 


Chapter 6 


The second technique seems to get easier the older I get. 
I, like most detectorists, cut my teeth detecting for coins and 
artifacts. These are for the most part fairly large 
targets....when compared to the sub-grain sized nuggets 
which are most often found. A rapid hunting style may cover 
alot of ground and is fairly forgiving when hunting for coins, 
but nuggets are best detected at a snails pace. I used to 
constantly tell myself to “slow down”’....now I dont have to 
do this quite so often. Age has a way of improving this aspect 
of nugget hunting. 


The third important aspect is more of a technical 
understanding of what is going on with a metal detector as 
it is moved over the ground. All of us who use a “typical 
gold detector” will be familiar with what is commonly 
referred to as the “threshold hum”. This is the familiar and 
reassuring sound which we hear as we pass the time of day 
moving our loop over the ever changing terrain. It is so 
“ever present” and so seemingly constant that it is very easy 
to forget it is even there and not be aware of its subtle 
changes. It is those changes that signal to us whether the 
detector is operating at it’s most efficient level and of course 
whether or not we will be detecting those tiny or deeper 
nuggets. It is important to keep the “threshold” constant 
and always present. When the ground changes it’s mineral 
content from place to place, the detector senses these changes 
by losing the threshold as the loop is passed over it. These 
dips in threshold will “hide” nuggets and prevent their 
detection. We have three tools at our disposal to keep the 
threshold constant in addition to maintaining as close to 
perfect “ground balance” as we can. If your threshold seems 
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erratic and has lapses of sound, first try slowing down your 
sweep speed. In many cases this will solve the problem. 
Secondly you can reduce the “Gain” or sensitivity of your 
detector. This will make it less sensitive to ground 
mineralization and help keep a constant threshold. Lastly, 
if you have an SAT control or Self Adjusting Threshold 
control...use it. Increasing the speed of the SAT will keep 
the threshold more constant. When used together, SAT and 
GAIN controls are the most important controls on your 
detector for threshold maintenance. 


In conclusion: THINK GOLD ! SLOW DOWN ! AND 
MAY YOUR THRESHOLD BE WITH YOU ALWAYS ! 


Jim Straight 


Here is another fellow who needs little introduction 
among nugget hunters. For many of us, Jim’s classic “Follow 
the Drywashers” was our bible while we were trying to learn 
the ins and outs of nugget hunting. I am not even sure which 
revision his book is now in because he updates it so often, 
but it has turned into a major volume which is required 
reading for anyone serious about nugget hunting. Jim makes 
his home in Rialto, California. 


Jim is not only a nugget hunter, but is an expert in many 
facets of prospecting. For 28 years, he has taught prospecting 
classes in Fontana and Rialto, and has even taught a 
prospecting class at the University of California (Riverside 
Extension). Jim had this to say: 
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“The key to my success is knowing the gold is there. 
During the “heyday” of the early 1980°s with gold peaking 
at nearly $800 per troy ounce, I was one of the first to kick 
down old-timer desert drywasher “header” and “tailings” 
piles, and to rake out the “overburden” piles. By using a 
VLF/TR detector, I found a surprising amount of gold lost 
by earlier miners. 


Next in the early 1990's, while hunting around old-timer 
hardrock mine dumps, I found the ore haulage roads below 
ore loading chutes sometimes yielded considerable quantities 
of iron-quartz-gold float. 


Now I find trashy areas most productive. Wherever I 
find older trash; such as bits of tin, boot tacks, wire, screws, 
and nails from old-timer drywash, sluicing, or hydraulic 
sites; and slivers of steel from a grader blade, or oxidized 
lead or rusted steel birdshot; or larger oxidized bullet 
fragments, I know the previous miners did not recover it 
all.” 


Woody Woodworth 


Woody has been hunting gold nuggets just about as long 
as anyone can remember. His first nugget weighed a pound. 
After finding that nugget, Woody quit a good job to pursue 
nugget hunting full time, and it has been a “sometimes 
successful and always eventful” career ever since. I have 
been reading Woody’s magazine articles since day one. He 
has found more big nuggets than just about anyone I know. 


Woody is a young 80+ years old, claims to have “old 
timers disease” and although he doesn’t get out a lot these 
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days, I have been lucky enough to meet with him a couple of 
times. He always has a smile on his face, a twinkle in his 
eye, and a story up his sleeve. (And usually a huge gold 
nugget in-his pocket) Sue has known him for years, and we 
could tell some great stories, but that will have to wait, 
perhaps for another book. For now, here are a couple of 
thoughts from the old desert fox himself. 


“Larry: it’s very difficult for me to be serious - - I know 
you want a good story, a good account of a successful nugget 
hunter, but I dont know how to put my success in words??? 


OK, I'll get serious for maybe a minute: First, Two things 
come to mind: to wit - - 
First: Location - - yeah, you gotta be where there is Gold. 
Second: LUCK - Location and Luck, Luck and Location, 
those are the two prime factors. 


Thirdly: You gotta know how to ground balance your 
detector, or have a detector that does this simple job for 
you. I hunted for months with an out-of-tune detector, and 
didnt find anything. After I learned this simple procedure, 
I covered the same ground, and found perhaps a thousand 
or so nuggets in the next 15 years of hunting. 


By just looking at the swinging coil, I was able to see 7 
nuggets, right on top of the ground, before the coil passed 
over them. Keep your eyes on where that coil is moving, 
and at the same time, you’re kinda on the lookout for 
rattlesnakes. I’ve run into a lot of snakes, but never been 
bitten - - so keep eyes open and alert. 


275 


Chapter 6 


I have found nuggets on top of the ridges, in the gullies, on 
the side hills, in areas that have never been worked, however, 
adjacent to areas that have been worked in the years past. 
That’s where the modern prospector has it over the old timer, 
the metal detector gives one a big edge over the man who 
had to depend on a pick and shovel. 


So, keep the detector tuned, eyes to the ground, work the 
piles tossed up by the previous prospector, work the 
surrounding areas, and, with a little luck...” 


Larry Sallee 


What? You thought I wasn’t going to get my own two 
cents worth into this chapter? Hey, being the author has to 
have some perks! 


Seriously, I have thought a great deal about what I 
consider the one most important aspect of nugget hunting. 
Like I said at the beginning of this book, I feel that a 
successful nugget hunter is the sum total of a lot of smaller 
parts. 


Still, if someone else had asked me this question, I would 
have to say that the one thing that is important above all else 
is a confident attitude. When you have that, the rest will fall 
into place. 


Try to hunt along expecting a nugget every second that 
you are sweeping your coil. They are so much easier to find 
when you fully expect to find them! Confidence is not 
necessarily easy to acquire, and probably won’t come 


276 


Ask the Pros 


overnight, but it is well worth the effort. If you will hunt 
and practice with this goal in mind, you can join the 10% of 
the hunters who are finding 90% of the gold. 


In Conclusion 


I hope that, through this book, I have been able to steer 
you in the right direction. I have tried to put everything I 
could think of into this book that might help you to become 
a better nugget hunter. I didn’t pull any punches. If you are 
able to find just one little gem in here that will help you to 
realize your goals, then I will have accomplished one of mine. 


I truly enjoy seeing my friends and students have a 
successful day in the field and find some nuggets. This 
includes you! I wish you the very best of nugget hunting. 
May you always have Golden Dreams!!! 


Larry Sallee 
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